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Introduction 
This new publication documents the growth of one of the most vibrant 

segments of American academic life in recent years — study abroad, or 
the movement of American students in pursuit of education overseas. 
Everyone who has examined this phenomenon has been impressed if not 
startled by its vigor and dynamism. Whereas for decades study abroad 
was a quiet backwater now it is the crest of a wave. Here for the first time, 
data are presented to portray the picture accurately and begin the 
construction of time series that will record the evolution of study abroad 
through the years to come. 

Even though it is not possible now to specify with confidence the 
precise magnitude of the growth of study abroad in recent years, few 
doubt that it has been very great. The obvious question, then, is why this 
growth? Several reasons suggest themselves. The first and most impor­
tant is that a new yearning has arisen among American youth in the 1970s 
and 1980s to understand, and even to help shape, a world and a network 
of international relationships that offer immensely exciting opportunities 
on the one hand but terrifying perils on the other. It appears that the 
education offered in our schools and colleges on our domestic campuses 
does not respond fully to this yearning to understand in a fashion that is 
satisfactory to our students. They must see, and feel, for themselves. It is 
important to note that this explanation for the growth of study abroad rests 
on the perception of a self-generated demand within our students. No 
professor tells them to go see the world, nor does a potential employer say 
they will find a better job if they do so. They have simply concluded 
themselves that overseas experience is important, and they hit the road. 

The second reason for growth of study abroad has been, at least until 
recently, the increasing strength of the American dollar against foreign 
currencies. This reduced the real cost of an overseas education during the 



1970s and early 1980s. Combined with a rapid escalation of tuition 
charges and other costs of American colleges and universities, the 
comparative economic advantage of time spent overseas grew signifi­
cantly. 

Thirdly, by the late 1970s and 1980s one could detect a softening of 
U.S. cultural attitudes toward foreign lands and unfamiliar peoples. This 
is reflected in student enthusiasm for study abroad. After the humiliation 
of the Southeast Asian war and a period of anger at the seeming 
ingratitude of allies and recipients of postwar aid, America regained its 
characteristic enthusiasm for foreign experience. Supplementing this 
softening attitude toward the world by the 1970s were the increased 
attention paid by the American media to world affairs (from local wars to 
famines and political change) and the vastly improved ease of interna­
tional travel. Not only did Paris or Tokyo or Istanbul become relatively 
familiar to American students from repeated exposure on the television 
screen, but they were able inexpensively to hop a 747 to all these places 
at low excursion fares. 

A significant factor in the rise to great popularity of study abroad by the 
late 1970s and 1980s may have been a generational one. The parents of 
the large waves of students flowing overseas during these years grew to 
maturity during the early years of American international leadership 
twenty-five years before. Many served in the military in World War II or the 
Korean War, and the most devoted internationalists among them had 
served as Peace Corps volunteers. It was only natural for such parents to 
encourage their children to follow in their footsteps and experience the 
world first-hand. 

The growth of study abroad on U.S. campuses has not been without 
some obstacles. While students, parents, and academic administrators 
have in general been supportive of the movement, some faculty, in 
particular, have expressed skepticism, and even antagonism toward it. 
Their opposition to study abroad rests on several grounds: doubts about 
the academic rigor and respectability of some programs, suspicion about 
the "non-academic" motives of the program promoters, regret at loss of 
time spent on the home campus, and a sense that in study abroad control 
of the academic process may be slipping away from the faculty into the 
hands of administrators. Study abroad has also become entangled in 
some of the most heated controversies surrounding educational reform. 
Questions have been asked about whether a foreign experience neces-


