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Abstract:

Spiritual development isan epistemological journey of seeking to make meaning of life’s activities,
order, andrelationshipbetweenevents(Love, 2002). Thisprocessoccurswhenstudentsexperience
adegreeof dissonancethat pushesthemtoquestion whattheyknow, how they know it, and expand
theirunderstandingbasedonnewexperiencesandinformationlearned (Bakari, 2000; Chaudhari &
Pizzolato, 2008). Studying abroad providesopportunitiesforstudentsto encounter disequilibrium as
they interact with other cultures that cause them to consider alternative viewpoints, and enable
other’s practices and beliefs to influence the formation of their own views, beliefs and practices
(Chaudhari & Pizzolato, 2008). This article utilizes Fowler's (1981) stages of faith development to
understand the meaning-making and spiritual development of study abroad participants. Multiple
semi-structured interviews (pre-, during, and post-study abroad) were conducted with 25 African-
American students who participated in long-term, immersive, study-abroad programs in thirteen
different countries on fivedifferent continents. Resultsshowtransitions, changes, anddevelopment
of students’ faith whileabroad.

Introduction

Study abroad programsprovidetheopportunityforself-exploration and personal development.
Programs can enhance both cognitive and affective skills, and increase cultural empathy and
intercultural awareness (Braskamp, Braskamp & Merrill, 2011; Carlson & Widaman, 1988;Kauffman
& Kuh, 1984; Mahon, 2009). Whileabroad, studentsengagewith new personalitiesand social norms
as they experience a lack of power in unfamiliar surroundings. Navigating different cultural
dynamics and systems challenge students to alter their approaches to forming relationships as they
learn what is considered culturallyappropriateand inappropriate behavior in their new environment
(Carlson&Widaman, 1988;Kauffman& Kuh, 1984; Younes&Asay, 2003). Whenconfronted with
varyingvaluesin their host cultures, studentsarechallengedtoself-examinetheir own behaviors and
values. These challenges allow students the opportunity to recognize and reflect on how their
behaviors affect others, acquiring a degree of multicultural training (Jenkins, 2011; Jewett, 2010;
Kauffman, Martin, & Weaver, 1992; Younes& Asay, 2003). Asstudentslearn how to value, respect,
and appropriatelyengagewith others, they develop a more comprehensive and complex view of the
world (Chickering & Braskamp, 2009; Johns & Thompson, 2010; Kauffman & Kuh, 1984; Morgan
& Toms-Smedley,2010;Younes&Asay,2003).

Studying abroad provides opportunities for students to encounter disequilibrium as they
interact with other cultures that cause them to consider alternative viewpoints, and enable other
practicesand beliefs to influencetheformation of their own views, beliefs, andpractices(Chaudhari
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& Pizzolato, 2008). Thisdisequilibriumisessential inorderforstudentstorecognizethattheremay

be answers beyond their immediate understanding, creating further development of identity, faith,
and more. Studentsarriveatcollegewithanunderstandingof themselves and others. During their

first year, their understanding of self and others is continually challenged, and students develop
greater understanding with each encounter, classroom learning, and interaction. Throughout their
collegiate years, they may return time and again to thesameconversations; with each reoccurrence,
they build on former knowledgeand developgreaterunderstandingof self and others.

Inorderforfurtherdevelopmenttooccur, studentsneedtoexperienceadegreeof dissonance
that pushesthemtorethinkthewaytheyviewthings. Similarly, studentsneed to continually question
their beliefsabout themselves, and theinformation they learn (Pizzolato et al., 2009). Chaudhari and
Pizzolato (2008) propose that epistemological development is enhanced by attempts to make
meaning of situations wherein the right answer is unclear; when presented with new information,
people are challenged to reconsider their ways of knowing and being. Experiences that create
disequilibrium are opportune moments to question and explore self-understanding. These
experiencesoccurfrequentlyamongst collegestudents. Epistemological development entailsmoving
from relying on external factors to developing a strong internal sense of self, using internal strength
tounderstandknowledge(Chauhari & Pizzolatio, 2008; Pizzolatoetal., 2009).

Epistemological Development

William Perry (1970) provided seminal research on epistemological development, explaining
that college students make meaning of their educational experiences through a cyclical process and
sequence. Perry describes four stages of meaning-making: duality, multiplicity, relativism, and
commitment-within-relativism (Evans, Forney & Guido-DiBrito, 1998; Perry, 1970; Thomas, 2003).
In theDualitystage, knowledge is received and highly regarded from authority, and thereisabelief
in absolute truths. In addition, one’s epistemology (meaning-making) in this stage is clearly unified,
but there is a simplistic, mechanical and literal interpretation of complexsituations(Thomas, 2003).
This could appear in religious, political, economic and/ or racial perspectives of other groups, or of
one’s own. When asked how they know their thoughts are true, typical answerswouldbe®l just
know,” “that’'swhateveryonesays,” “everythingyouread/seesaysso.”

Perry’s second stage, multiplicity, refers to acknowledging the role thatambiguityplaysinin
truth-makingandtruth-telling(Thomas, 2003). Inthisstage,thereisatendencytofavorasubjective
view of situations while struggling with logical alternatives. When facedwithfactsthatcouldalter
opinions and world-views, students struggle with how this new informationchallengestheir
previously-learnedviews, andmayretreattotheirfamiliarandcomfortableviewpoints. Inthisstage,
pluralismthrives—sincethereisno ultimatetruth, all viewsmust beof equal worth (Thomas,2003).
Statements indicative of thisstage, would besimilarto“peoplehereareso different than back at
home,” orl don’t even know what to do after all thisnewinformation.”

Intherelativismstage, thereisacknowledgmentand understandingthatthereisambiguity in
life, and knowledge and truth is formed in complex contexts based on evidence and supporting
arguments(Thomas, 2003). Truthcanthereforeexistinmultiplecontexts, and conflicting truth can
be argued from multiple perspectives. This would be seen in statements, such as “That is your
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truth,” “yourworld,yourtruth,” and common phrasesheardamongstcurrentcollegestudentsare”l
do me, you do you,” and“youcan’tjudgemeormytruth”.

Lastly, the stage of commitment-within-relativism recognizes that knowledge is complex and
not delivered in concise packages and presentations, however it is still amenable to analysis,
evaluation, reflection and eventually commitment (Thomas, 2003). Statements in this stage may be
“I've considered various points of view, and here’s what | believe to be true,” or “each person
provides a unique and valuable perspective, | have some additional thoughts to further the
conversation.” A dualistic epistemology and commitment-within-relativism epistemology may
appearsimilarbecausebothviewtruthassomethingthatcanbeknownandevaluated. However, a
dualistic epistemology holds a very shallow view, whereas commitment-within-relativism
epistemologywrestleswith the complexities and uncertainties of life before coming to aconclusion
thatsomethingsaretrue, valuable, andworthyof commitment(Thomas, 2003).

Chaudhari and Pizzolato (2008) provide additional perspective of the epistemological
development of college students. Theypositthat a students’ epistemicknowledgeformation occurs
inthreedimensions: cognitive, interpersonal, and intrapersonal. Cognitivedimensionsentail students
developing their ability to understand knowledge as concrete, and understand that knowledge is
contextual (Chaudhari & Pizzolato, 2008; Pizzolato et al., 2008; Sisneros, Stakeman, Joyner, &
Schmitz, 2008). When students enter college, they see their professors as the authorities on
information presented; through experiences, they learn to question authority and balance
information against their own thinking (Pizzolato et al., 2008). Furthermore, Chaudhari and
Pizzolato (2008) explain that interpersonal dimensions are assumptions that are made based on
relationships with others; students attempt to define their identity based on interactions with others
similar and different than themselves. Students begin this dimension bybeingunsureabouthowto
understand and manage relationships; they complete this dimension by setting boundaries and
expectations for relationships (Chaudhari & Pizzolato, 2008). They develop their own goals, values
and beliefs about how they choose to interact with others (Pizzolato et at, 2008). Lastly,
intrapersonal dimensions are assumptions focused on understanding and sustaining personal being
and identity. Students are concerned with questions such as, “Who am I?” (Chaudhari & Pizzolato,
2008).

Identity Development

One’sidentityiscomprisedof multiple components, someof those aspects being: racial/ ethnic
identity, socioeconomic status, political ideology, gender, sexual orientation,religiousidentity.Ineach
component of one’s identity, the same epistemological questions are raised, explored, and answered.
Chickering and Reisser (1993) compare identity development to assembling a jigsaw puzzle:
connecting competence, emotional maturity, autonomy, and positiverelationships. However, | would
argueidentitydevelopment is more comparable to ascavenger hunt than assemblingajigsawpuzzle
because the stages of development build upon each other. As individuals understand their own
identity, they are able to understand their autonomy and interdependent relationships within the
larger community. As one has encounters and experiences, a person determines what they believe,
and how they will operatebasedonthosebeliefs.
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|dentity development theories commonly find their foundations in one of two theoretical
frameworks: psychosocial or cognitive (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). Psychosocial theories view
development as series of stages—one progresses in thinking, feeling, behaving, valuing, and relating
to others and self (e.g. Erikson’s eight developmental stages, Chickering’s seven vectors of
development, Cross’s model of black identity formation). Cognitive theories view development as
changes in thinking and expanded schemas of values, beliefs, and assumptions (e.g. Kohlberg’s
theory of moral development, Perry’s scheme of intellectual and ethical development, Baxter
Magolda’sepistemological reflection model, Kitchenerand King'sreflectivejudgmentmodel).

Psychosocial theories of identity development find their foundation in Erickson’s psychosocial
stages of development (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Cross & Fhagen-Smith, 2001; Morse, 2002;
Williams, 2006). Erikson saw social contextsaffectingdevelopmentalstages; whenconfrontedwith
challenges, individuals either progress, regress, stand still, or have recurring bouts with the same
issue(Chickering&Reisser, 1993; Erikson, 1968; Williams, 2006).

During adolescence an individual encounterstheidentityvs. role confusion stage. This stage is
predominantly consumed with developingasocial identity, asenseof self and personal identity. It is
atthisstageof development that a person has the physiological growth, mental maturation, and
social responsibility to navigate challenges and crises of identity (Astalis, 2005; Erikson, 1968). If
thisstageisnavigatedsuccessfully,anindividualemergeswithanabilityto staytruetothemselves; if
not, they emerge with a sense of role confusion andaweaksenseof self (Astalis, 2005; Erikson,
1968;Waterman, 1999).

Religious Identity, Spiritual and Faith Development
A person’s spiritual development can be considered an epistemological journey of seeking to

make meaning of life’s activities, order, and relationship between events(Love, 2002). Inalignment
with information already covered, Fowler(1981) explainsthataperson’s faith is the way heor she
sees themselves in relation to others in the context of a shared meaning and purpose. He further
explains that prior to a person becoming religious or irreligious, before one chooses to identify as
Catholic, Protestant, Jew, or Muslim, heorsheisconcernedwith howtocomposetheir life and how
tomakealifeworthliving(Fowler, 1981).

It is important to understand the difference between faith, religion, and belief. Fowler (1981)
explains that faith is a person’s or group’s way of responding to divine value and power through
formsof cumulativetradition, whereasbelief isawaythatoneexpressesfaith.Faithandreligionare
reciprocal and cyclical processes — faith is invigorated and renewed by aspects of the tradition
(religion).Inturn,theseaspectsoffaithwhenexpressedbynewadherentsextend and modify the
tradition (Fowler, 1981). To further clarifythedistinction between faith and belief - a person does
not have faith in aconcept, aperson believesaconcept. A person’sfaith is the degree of trust heor
she has in the divine about a concept (Fowler, 1981). An example would be, a person may hold a
belief thatthereislifeafterdeath; thedegreetowhich a person believes this to be true is their
amount of faith in aGod that will grant them life after death. Faith involves an alignment of the
heart or commitment to trust, and loyalty to a concept. It isawayof knowing, and awayof living
life being shaped by that commitment. In contrast, belief is the holding of certain thoughts and
ideasin an effort to make meaning of experiencesintoconceptsorstances.
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Fowler also created stagestoexplain the development of faith. Fowler's(1981) first stage of
faith development is called intuitive-projective faith. This fantasy-filled stage is typically seen in
childrenwhocanbepowerfullyandpermanentlyinfluencedbyexamplesandstoriestold by adult
relatives. Achild’simaginationformslong-lastingimagesandfeelingsthat become more grounded
as they reflect and mature. Similarly to Perry’s first stage of epistemological development, Fowler’s
intuitive-projective stage of faith development is highly influenced by authority figures who hold
andregulateallknowledge.

Fowler'snextstageoffaithdevelopment,mythic-literal,istypicallyseenintheupperelementary
school grades, however some adolescents and afew adults also exhibit these characteristics. Inthis
stage, people begin to coordinate their own perspective with others, and begintoownthebeliefs
and observancesthat symbolize belonging to thecommunityof believers. In addition, in this stage,
symbols have literal meaning rather than symbolic meanings and beliefs are also literal (Fowler,
1981).

People transition to Fowler’s third stage, synthetic-conventional faith, when theyencountera
clashorcontradictioninstoriesthatleadtoanevaluationof meanings (Fowler, 1981). Inthisstage,
theperson reliesonthesound advice of afewtrusted peoplewithwhomtheyfeelsecureenoughto
sharetheirnewlyformedfeelings, insights, anxietiesandcommitments. Authority still residesoutside
of one’sself, typicallyin institutional leadership roles. A person in thisstageisabletoarticulatetheir
values and normative images, feels a deep emotional investment in these values, and is willing to
defend the group’s value system. However, they are not able to recognize that the value system
taught by the group is in-and-of-itself a system that is designed to form similar thinking and
behaviorsamongstgroup members (Fowler, 1981). A person’sworldextendsbeyondthefamily, and
consists of extended family, school or work, peers, society, media, and perhaps religion. Therefore,
their faith provides a coherent orientation to counter the complex and diverse range of
involvements. However, any strategy to demythologize symbols or sacred elements of their faith is
seen as a threat to the symbol and symbolized, and is considered an assault onthesacred(Fowler,
1981). This stage is characterized by a conformist tendency, because people are very aware of the
expectationsandjudgmentsof significantothers, donothaveasecuregraspof their own identity,
and lackautonomousjudgmenttoconstructan independent perspective(Fowler, 1981).

Characteristics of this stage are observed quiteoften amongst first-yearcollegestudentswho
wereraised in strong faith communities. During their high school years, thesestudentstypicallyhave
routines wherein norms and expectations are regularly reinforced (e.g., bi-weekly church services,
parental influences, regular interaction with peers from the faith community). Any person who
questions their thinking is considered to bean outsider, enemy, or theymaybeshownadegreeof
sympathybecause, theassumptionis, thatthepersonislostormisinformed. Inordertoavoid being
categorizedasanoutsider, enemy, lost, ormisinformed, peoplewithinthegroupworkhardtoshow
theyareindeed part of thegroup. In many instances, theyarenotawarethattheyareconformingto
group-think — when one hears coherent information numerous times, they not only believe the
information, they can reiterate the information verbatim. Consequently, anyone who challenges the
information is seen as challenging more than the information, they appear to be challenging the
entiresystem.
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When students, who have been raised in strong faith communitieswheretheirgood conformist
behaviorwasapplauded by parents and their faith communities, leave their prescribed communities
for college, many unknowingly expect similar environments when they arrive at college, and
therefore operate in the same manner as they did in their faith community. When they encounter
otherswhoaremodelinganalternatefaithcommunity’svaluesystem, they begintorealizejusthow
differently faith communities communicate expectations of how their value systems should be
modeled. Initially, they may assume that someone who does not share their same value systems is
not a person of faith. They soon begin to question, and eventually embrace others who believe
similarly and differently than them.

When people encounter and respond to situations that lead to critical reflection on their value
systems (e.g., clashes or contradictions between valued authority sources, marked changes by
officially sanctioned leaders), they begin to transition to stage four: individuative-reflective faith
(Fowler, 1981). Whether one will transition to individuative-reflectivestancedependsonthe
character and quality of the competing ideologies of both groups. For a genuine transition to occur
there must bean interruption of reliance on external sources of authority and the emergence of an
independentpersonality(Fowler, 1981).

Fowler (1981) identifies the college environment, travel, or moving from one community to
another as natural transition periods that provide students opportunities to interrupt reliance on
external authorities, becausetheyarerequiredto reflect on their own valuesystemswhenconfronted
with other perspectives. However, many fail to interrupt their reliance on external authorities (and
sometimes reinforce their reliance) in order to cope with thenewlyencountered relativity (Fowler,
1981). Similarly, studying abroad also provides the opportunity for students to interrupt their
relianceonexternalauthoritiesastheyexperiencephysicaldistancefromtheirauthorityfigures.

Faith Development while Abroad
A research study was conducted on the undergraduate experience of twenty five African-

American students, participating in immersive study abroad programs in thirteen countriesonfive
continents. All students attended public, land-grant research institutions in the Mid-West. Prior to
leaving for their study abroad programs, three participants mentioned that they were Christian, but
they did not talk about any intentions to connect with a church or group of believers while abroad.
While abroad, one-third of the participants searched for churches in their host countries and
regularly attended services during their study abroad program. In addition, whileoverseasand upon
return, additional participants mentioned having some type of involvement with churches in their
host countries. Upon return to the U.S., the majority of these students discussed how their
involvement in churches in their host country had a significant impact on their faith. In the
followingstudentreflections, nameshavebeenchangedtoprotectanonymity.

Finding a Faith Community While Abroad
Dana was a student who identified as a person of faith during her initial interview prior to

studying abroad. When asked about her thoughts of studying abroad as an African-American
female, she commented, “I think it will be fine. In the beginning, | was a little nervous because it's
new, but | know that God’s going to protect me. I’'mgoingto befine.” She did not discussherfaith
anyfurther, anddidnotalludeanyfurtherthatshewasreligiousinanycapacity. | did not push the
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topic further since it seemed to bean off-the-cuff comment to provideaniceresponsetofinisha
statement. Dana did not make any additional comments about God or faith throughout the
remainder of theconversation.

Duringherfirst month abroad, Danaand | talked about her initial experiences. Shesharedthat
shehadfoundafewstudentswith asimilarfaith background, and invited them to accompany her to
the church she found. Throughout her five months abroad, Dana did not share further about
attending church, butshedid makestatementsthat revealedshehadafaith background (e.g., praying
for strength, God protecting her, finding strength and peacein aplacewhereit is easy to forget who
you are). ltwasonlyduringherlast interviewwhileabroadthat Dana shared that she had been
attending church theentiretimeshewasabroad:

Thefirstweekthatlwashere,| lookedintotheyellowpagesandemailedthepastorand

said | wasnewin [host country] butdidn’twanttotrektheremyself, and noonehere
wantedtogo, sohevolunteeredtopickmeup. Itwasdefinitelyaleapoffaithbecausel was
like “I donotknowthesepeopleatall.” Butitwasagreatserviceandtheydefinitelyhavea
greatcommunitythere. Andtheyexpressed “Whateveryouneed, justletusknow. Just call
us,wewanttobehereforyou.” Sothatwasverycomfortingfromthebeginningjustto
haveacommunitythere, notonlyoffaith but of peoplewhowill lookoutforyouandcheck
up on you every now and then.

Danaexplainedwhyshechosetofindachurchtoattend in her host country:

| think that | knew myself intermsofwhat | would need in anewenvironment. | knew that
peopleweregoingto behugeforme, obviously safety, butthepeoplecan eithermakeyour
experiencegoodor bad. | knowbackhomemyfaith communityhasbeenveryinstrumental

in just helpingmewithschool andthingslikethat, so | knewthatformel needed that. So
thatdefinitelyhelped meadjust becauseif not, | would have probably been like, “Oh | want
togo home.”

In reflecting on Dana’s words, she shows the importance a faith community has to her
emotional and mental state. She relied on thecommunityto provide strength when she was lonely
anduncertain.Dana’sdecisiontorideinacarwithcompletestrangersrevealsthelevelof trust she
hasforauthorityfiguresin afaith community—shetrustedthemto protect her and did not question
whethertheyhadanyill intention.

Tanya was also open about her faith prior to leaving the United States; she shared that she
planned to get involved with Christians in her host country. On her home campus, shewas “really
involved with a Christian ministry, and | didn’t realize there’s the same ministry there, so...I'm
taking another part of my identity—my Christianity.” Tanya revealed aspects of her faith
development, her beliefs about others, and how she planned to interact with others who did not
shareher beliefs:

Anotherthingl’'vebeenthinkingabout isthereligiousatmospherein [host country]. From
what I'veseen and heard it's predominantly agnostic, likenon-practicingCatholic, andthen
therest islikeagnostic/atheistic. SoasaChristian tryingtoworkin aministrythatfocuses
onsharingthegospel, | mighthaveahardtime,alanguagebarrier.Butl feelthere’sareason
I’mgoingto [host country] and | just really want myskillsto beabletohelp metalkto
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peopleandformgood relationshipswith people, so | don’t losemyidentity, andl can also
sharemyidentitywith other people...Peopletold meit’'saspirituallydark place. They’re
kind of hollow. Likeit lookspretty, butthere’snot much there. | havealot to think about,
but I think I'mready.

From Tanya’s words, you can see her stage of faith development is in synthetic-
conventional stage. Heruseof wordssuchas “dark” and“hollow” reveals a level of judgment of
others who do not understand what she has come to understand. She believes an aspect of her
purpose in going to her host country isto convert people to Christianity. In sharing her faith with
others, shewill also reiterateherown beliefsand identity.

Deepening of Faith While Abroad

Participantsalsodiscussedhowtheirfaithhaddeepenedwhileabroad. Participantsshared some
of the lessons learned in their host counties and how those lessons impacted their faith. Dana
shared during her last interview abroad about how being independent caused her to rely on God
sinceshedid not havehernormal support systems:

Thiswholeprocessandjust being on my own hasincreased my faith in God, becausel
cannot control halfthethingsthatdo happen and will happen...increasingmyfaithand
really trusting that everythingisgoingtoworkout over here. | can’t just call homeandtell
mom or dad about it, and ask for help. I'mdoingeverythingon my own.

Similarly, Tinashared about her faith changingasaresultof no longerhavinghersafe“bubble.” She
interacted with newpeopleand hearddifferingperspectives:

Therewerethings| neverreallythoughtabout—wisdom being learned. But alot of things,
it'sbeen“Oh,that’'swhatthatmeans.” WhenlwasintheU.S.,| hadmycomfortzoneand
feltcomfortabletalkingabout my faith. But | guessgoingtoadifferent place, | realized |
closed myself in. | amgettingout oftheChristian bubble. Wehad aretreatthispast
weekend, reallychallengingmetogoout and bebold in my faith.

During her last interviewwhileshewasabroad, Patriciaalsoshared how much her faith had been
impacted by encountering new people, concepts, and being independent:

Faith-wise, thistriphasbeenaspiritualjourney. Mostly, becauseGodwantsmehere, there’s
areasonwhyl’'mherewiththisgroupof people. | feel likel’'malot betteraboutgoingto

church herethan | wasbackon campus. Last year, | didn’t go to church almost at all because
ofclasses. And hereit’slike, “Oh my gosh if | don’t go, I'mgoingtomissoutonseeing
peopleand my friends, and I’'mgoingtomissoutonwhatwe’relearninghere.”Ifeellike
everythingwe’vetalkedaboutat church appliestome, like trusting in Him, learninghowto

let go ofthings,focusingon theimportantthings. Starting with prioritizing God, everything
fallsinto place. Being open aboutspeakingaboutyourfaith. Peopleaskquestionsall the

time, and I'msupposedto be saying what I'velearned. Beingabletogivemore, insteadof
everyoneenrichingyourexperience.

In all threestories, youcan seetheuniqueopportunitystudyabroad providesstudents. In leaving
thefamiliarityof home, studentshavetorelyonthemselvesfortheirday-to-dayneeds. This
independencecausesthemto realizetheyhaveinternal strength that isseparatefromtheirsocial
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groupsandfaith groups. Duringtheir interactionswithfaith communities, they learn new concepts
aboutwhattheyaresupposedto bedoingandthinking. Interestingly,youcan seetheconformity
stagestill emergingintheircomments. Theytrust andfollowthelessonstaughtbythespiritual
figuresintheirhostcountriessimilarlyto howtheywouldtrustandfollowtheirspiritual leaders

back at home.

Evaluating Faith Upon Returning Home

Prior to studying abroad andwhileabroad, participants reveal a synthetic-conventional stageof
faith development. However, their interactions with faith communitiesandthetimeawayfromtheir
homes impacted them more than they anticipated. Upon return to their homes and home faith
communities, participants began to see the differences in faith communities and their personal faith
development. Upon return to the U.S., Dana was able to articulate differences between her faith
communitiesabroadandat home:

| think that in theUnited States, weseethegospel asveryself-centered— God help me. We
seeblessingsasacaror likeajob,just havingaverymicroscopicviewofwhoGodis,and

moreof areligiousthing—like “I'mgoingto bereligious” or‘I’'mgoingto beagood

person.” | learnedoverthereabout knowing all of who God isandthat badthingshappen,
not becausehe’spunishingus. And | learned moreabout God, and just likethere’salsoalot
offluffythingsthat happen in church, too, thatarenot necessary, andcantakeawayfrom
thecoreofwhyyougo.

Tinaalsosharedthedifferencesshenoticed between churchesintheStatesandabroad:

It'sinterestingbecauseeventhroughoutcollegewhenl startedtotakemyfaith more
seriously, | wasin church communitiesthatweremore[focused] towardsacontemporary,
almostWhiteChristian.Soitwasalotmoreoflikecalmerworship.l guessintrospectiveis
thebestwayto put it. My church in Southern Europewasmoreinternational, but it’sstill
pretty contemporary. Like, wedon't really sing gospel songsorstuff likethat. Also, our
church in Southern Europewasmoresituatedforayoung20sor30sthataretravelingfora
while...soalot ofthesermonsfocusalot on makingtimeforGod, thingsto center young
peopleandstuff. | haven’t been to my church backhomeforawhile, but I knowmoreof
Black worship can beon God’spowerand hisabilitytodothings. Nottosaythateitherof
thosearewrong. Thoseareall aspectsof him.

Patriciamadean interesting observation, shenoticed themessageswerethesame, but herabilityto
hearthemwasdifferent intheU.S. than abroad. When asked if therewasadifferenceinwhat her
church emphasized at homethanwhat her host countrychurch emphasized, Patriciashared, “I think
they’resayingthesamethingslikehome, but hereeverythingisamplified, andl’'mseeingweaknesses

in myfaith. Coming here, I'm like ‘Oh, that'swhat I'msupposedtobedoing.’ I'm hyperawareof
thingsbecausel’mnotatthesamechurch.”

This last set of comments show the beginning of a transition from synthetic-conventional to
individuative-reflective. After being abroad and experiencing new forms of worship, variancein
messages, conversations with fellow believers, participants were abletoseedifferencesinfaith
communities and to evaluate how both communities view God, the role of faith, and the
responsibilities of believers who choose to be part of the community. A follow-up question asked
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tothosewhoidentifieddifferencesinthefaithcommunitieswas, whatwill they do with their new-
found knowledge?

Dana acknowledged that the noticeable difference in her home church and the church she
attended while abroad had led to growth pains: “I learned alot spirituallyandithasshapedwhatl
look for when I'm looking for a church right now. | grew up in a church home here, but I'm kind
of...having growth pains.” Tinaalsodiscussedtheadjustment back to America:

I'vebeenthinkingaboutthisalot. I'vejust beenseeingtheimportanceof finding—and to
meit’snotjust religion—theimportanceoffindingagoodcommunityof believersthat’s
available. It'saloteasiertofind hereinAmericathan it isin Southern Europe, which is
overall, prettyatheistoragnostic. Somychurchthatlwasingrowingup, | didn’treallyhave
thatgoodofarelationshipwiththem. So | don’t even know if I'll go back to that church...
Ofcourse,there’snowayl can mimicthesametypeofcommunity, butjustseekingouta
community that | can pour into and that can pour into measwell.

Thesestatementsandquestionsarecommonamongstcollege-agedstudentswhethertheystudy
abroadorremainathome. Withnewknowledgeandexperiencesgained, studentsquestion how they
will return to their faith communities in the same manner and expectations as they left for college.
With these participants, they were nearing the end of their college experiences and had not
transitioned in to the next stage of faith development. Studying abroad and encountering a
community of believers in another country prompted the questions and further development of
faith.

Conclusion
Study abroad provides students with unique opportunities to engage with different cultures,

gain independence, and develop cultural empathy and sensitivity. Furthermore, itcanimpactaspects
of a person’s identity far beyond expectation. For the students studied, their host universities and
program providers did not discuss their religious identity, needs or support with them. Yet, it wasa
very important aspectforthesestudents. Their faith communitieshadthemost profound impact on
their identity beyond any other aspect of the programming implemented at their institutions and by
providers.

Continued efforts need to be made to understand the student experience and provide adequate
supportwhileabroad. Establishing rapport, learning student’s backgrounds, and identifyingareasof
growth for each student is essential. Study abroad officesand overseas partners need to collaborate
on identifying areas of growth for each student, recognizing that unexpected areas of a student’s
identitymayprovidethegreatest areas of growth. In addition, reflectivequestioningthroughoutthe
entirety of astudyabroadexperienceempowersstudentstotaketimetoconsider the implications
of theirexperiences, andtodeterminehowtheywanttoincorporatelessonslearnedintotheirlives
upon return totheU.S.

Further research needs to be conducted to determine whether there are similarities and
differences in the faith development of students from various religions. Fowler’'sworkfocused on
people of Christian faith, however his explanations would seem applicable to more than Christian
students. In addition, this study was conducted amongst African American students. It would be
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interestingtoseeif therearesimilaritiesordifferencesamongststudentsof other races. Fowler’s
workwasconducted primarilywithwhitestudents, soitwould be assumed research conducted with
studentsof otherraceswould havesimilarresults.
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