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ABSTRACT 

 

There has been a sharp rise in study abroad participation over the last few decades (Institute for 

International Education, 2011), which can largely be explained by the rise of short-term study 

abroad programs. While there is much to be gained from participation in such programs, mid-

length and year programs may offer the greatest benefits for linguistic gain (e.g. Brecht, 

Davidson & Ginsberg, 1996; Freed, 1995; Lafford, 2004; Vande Berg, 2003). Despite the 

advantages of longer stays, the percentage of students studying abroad for an entire year “has 

remained steady for over a decade” (Institute for International Education, 2011). Roughly four-

percent of all students who study abroad choose to do so for an academic or calendar year. This 

statistic points to a problem with attracting students to pursue longer stays abroad.  

The Open Doors Report, prepared by the Institute for International Education, assumes a narrow 

view of study abroad by excluding data on American high school students. The present study 

attempts to fill a gap in the research by examining the overseas experiences of 14 American high 

school and gap year students who studied abroad in Germany during the academic year of 2011-

2012. Data for this study was collected in the form of questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, 

the WebCAPE German placement test developed at Brigham Young University, and unofficial 

Oral Proficiency Interviews. The findings of the current study may help inform those involved in 

study abroad at both the high school and university levels. 

The purposes of this mixed-methods research, which is organized into three articles, are the 

following: 1) to investigate students’ use of technology in a study abroad context, and examine 

how online communication might be indicative of participation in multiple Activity Systems 

(e.g. Engeström, 2011; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Leontiev, 2006), 2) to describe students’ degree 
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of participation in new Communities of Practice at German schools (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 

Wenger, 1998; 2000) and, 3) to investigate students’ (re)construction of national and regional 

identities. The role that language proficiency and prior instruction in the target language might 

play in the study abroad context is explored across all three topics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



10 

 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. The Genesis of the Study 

The origins of this study have their roots in the mid-90’s, when the researcher, along with 

hundreds of other American high school and gap year students traveled to Germany for one year 

through independent youth exchange organizations. It was during this time that we, after having 

been geographically separated for seven months, were able to reconvene in Berlin for a seminar 

focusing on German politics. Other topics of discussion included challenges associated with 

learning German, academic performance, host families, friends, and cultural differences that 

impacted our exchange year. We were expected to speak in German for the duration of the 

seminar—both during and outside of structured activities. Though the internet was widely in use 

during that time in the U.S., it was not a given that internet access was available in private homes 

in Germany. This was a time when social networking websites were not options for maintaining 

contact with home; hand-written letters and phone calls were the main means of communication. 

Thus, it was mostly through sporadic, in-person meetings arranged by our exchange organization 

that our group of exchange students was able to remain in contact with each other. Though there 

was much to be gained through the formal discussions facilitated by the exchange organization, 

the informal conversations and observations outside of the classroom became the basis for this 

study. During this and a subsequent seminar in Washington D.C., language proficiency and 

language use became hot topics among the exchange students. While conversing amongst 

ourselves in the various varieties of German we were all acquiring, two phenomena became the 

source of much commentary: 1) With a few exceptions, it seemed that each exchange student 

was able to comfortably converse in German regardless of whether this person had studied 



11 

 

German prior to the trip, and 2) The regions in which students were living partially dictated the 

dialect of German they were acquiring, and for some, this dialect served as a strong identity 

marker.  

As one of the exchange students, I began to wonder if the two years of German I had taken 

during high school had had any effect on my continued acquisition of German since everyone 

seemed to have developed a strong command of the language even if they had not taken German 

courses prior to our stay. 

Another observation that our group of exchange students made during this seminar, which was 

confirmed by staff members of our organization, was that none of the minority students, 

including myself, had been placed in any of the Neue Bundesländer (former states of the German 

Democratic Republic) due to the rise in negative attitudes towards foreigners and Neo-Nazi 

violence during this time, particularly in areas of the former East Germany, where 

unemployment rates were high. As Adler (1996) reports: 

Trends in ethnoviolence showed a dramatic increase after unification. Right-wing violent 

acts decreased from around 111 in 1980 to around 70 annually between 1982 and 1988. 

Then they almost quadrupled from 75 to 270 in 1990 and again increased almost 10-fold 

to 2,584 in 1992 (p. 44-45). 

Considering these statistics, it was no coincidence that the view from my bedroom window 

extended beyond the imaginary line separating Germany from the Netherlands, and it became 

clear that certain dialects remained largely inaccessible to minority exchange students based on 

geographic location. However, during our seminar in Berlin, we were able to hear each other 

speak non-standard dialects and exchange stories about what it was like to live and study in 
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different regions, including in the new German states. We commented on how our different 

locations in Germany and the history attached to these regions were impacting our impressions 

of what it meant to be a part of the communities in which we lived.   

It was in D.C. that the connection between dialect and identity became even more apparent. 

There, in an effort to help us readjust to life in the U.S., we were strongly encouraged to speak 

English—a switch that some were reluctant to make. The image of one student, sitting on the 

ground on the subway platform, arms crossed, refusing to speak English or board the tram, will 

forever be an example in my mind of someone whose identity transformation while abroad was 

inextricably linked to a regional variety of German. As he repeatedly stated, Ich bin Bayer (I am 

Bavarian), while complaining about the notion that the exchange students should converse in 

English, I could not help but wonder what would become of him during the months ahead. His 

ties to a specific region in Germany had obviously had an impact on his identity that went 

beyond associating himself with Germany and the German-speaking community at large. His 

newly-constructed regional identity was being set in opposition to an identity associated with an 

English-speaking American, and his refusal to board the tram further highlighted how movement 

through physical space can signify changes in the performance of identity and expected language 

use. The following study, which has been inspired by anecdotal evidence gathered during my 

twelve-month stay in Germany as a teenager, will attempt to build on prior empirical research in 

the area of high school study abroad in order to uncover strategies for improving study abroad 

programs for high school and university students alike. 
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1.2. My Role as the Researcher 

Undoubtedly, my emic perspective on this study, which must be acknowledged, aided in the 

acquisition of participants who were previously unknown to me and allowed for rapport-building 

with the cooperating exchange organizations and individual exchange students and parents. 

Throughout the study, I was engaged in constant renegotiation of my role as a researcher. On the 

one hand, I acted as a mentor and friend within the bounds of my professional and ethical 

responsibilities towards my participants. While it was not part of my duties to offer advice based 

on my own experiences, it was important to me that students benefited from their participation in 

the study. This identity manifested itself, for example, while conducting language proficiency 

interviews. After completing interviews, students were given specific feedback on their 

performance along with research-based suggestions for improving their language skills. 

Additionally, I communicated with parents during the consent process, which often involved 

sharing my own stories as an exchange student in Germany and, when asked for, tips for helping 

their students maintain and improve their language skills upon re-entry.  

Because access to the students was gained via their respective exchange organizations, it may 

have been the case that students’ comments were directed towards me as a representative of the 

organization, despite the fact that I had no affiliation with the organizations other than my 

alumna status with respect to one organization. I also shared with the participants that the general 

results of the study would be shared with the exchange organizations, which also may have 

impacted the nature and depth of information they were willing to provide. The main challenge I 

faced during this study regarding my role as a researcher was ensuring that my identity as a 

former high school exchange student remained relatively dormant during the interviews I 
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conducted with students. It was my aim that my participants, with knowledge of my background, 

would be encouraged to elaborate on their experiences abroad for a wider audience that might 

include individuals who may not have experience with study abroad programs.  

1.3. Current Trends in Study Abroad 

Statistics have been gathered related to university study abroad. Based on findings in the Institute 

for International Education (hereafter, IIE) (2011), participation in study abroad has been on the 

rise in recent years, due to increased availability of short term programs. Though short term 

programs offer many benefits, such as improvements in cultural awareness, listening 

comprehension and self-confidence when speaking the target language, (e.g. Cubillos, Chieffo, 

& Fan, 2008; Martinsen, 2010; Badstübner & Ecke, 2009), they do not afford students with 

opportunities for significant linguistic gain when compared to mid-length and year programs 

(e.g. Brecht, Davidson & Ginsberg, 1996; Freed, 1995; Lafford, 2004; Vande Berg, 2003).  

Based on the data from the IIE, one could arrive at the mistaken conclusion that significant 

progress has been made in the U.S. in the area of developing and promoting long term overseas 

programs, when in fact there has been no significant increase in participation in long term 

programs. (According to IIE, less than four percent of study abroad students participate in year-

long programs.) Despite the advantages of longer programs, the percentage of students studying 

abroad for an entire year “has remained steady for over a decade” (IIE, 2011). Are we as 

educators and program administrators taking the necessary steps to ensure students are aware of 

and prepared for taking part in long term overseas programs, or are we content to provide 

students with short term grand tours of foreign countries, taking our U.S. university curriculum 

with us?  
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It cannot be assumed that students majoring in foreign languages in the U.S. will reach 

Advanced proficiency after four years of study. Brecht et al. (1995) reported that only 13% of 

Russian majors were graduating as Advanced speakers of Russian. This problem of not 

graduating language majors who are functional in the target language could be addressed by 

offering students possibilities to study overseas for a semester or a year. Unfortunately, due to 

the dominant belief that studying at overseas institutions is inferior in quality to participating in 

university courses in the U.S. (Gore, 2005), some institutions resist encouraging their students to 

travel abroad during their studies. 

The Open Doors Report itself limits the study abroad experience to university students and does 

not include information about high school students who go overseas, who may be in very 

different situations when compared to their university counterparts. Researchers should also 

address this group of students who study abroad while still enrolled in high school in order to 

discover how their experiences may inform programs at the college level and encourage more 

youth to travel abroad before entering college. Students’ encounters with foreign languages at 

pre-collegiate levels may impact enrollment in advanced language courses and the number of 

language majors at the university level. Currently, many language departments at universities in 

the U.S. are faced with the challenge of attracting more students to their programs. Promoting 

high school study abroad at both local and national levels may serve to systemically strengthen 

language departments at the high school and college levels.  

1.4. Studies of High School Study Abroad 

Turning to investigations of high school study abroad, aside from a few studies that have 

addressed this younger population (e.g. Churchill, 2006; Warden, Lapkin, Swain & Hart, 1995; 
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Marriot, 1995; Spenader, 2005, 2011; Ward & Kennedy, 1993), most study abroad research has 

focused on university students’ overseas experiences, which only provides a limited perspective 

on the issue. Undoubtedly, there are trends in study abroad that high school and university 

students may have in common. At the same time, there are several possible differences between 

the two groups in terms of program structure, schools attended, contact with other L1 speakers, 

access to L2 input, living arrangements, age, and general cognitive development and emotional 

maturity (Ward & Kennedy, 1993). While waiting until the college years to study abroad (if one 

chooses to go at all) is common in the US, this image of study abroad is not necessarily present 

in Western Europe, where it is common to for students to participate in short term and long term 

overseas programs while in secondary school. In order to compete on the global market, the 

American definition of study abroad needs to include younger students who go abroad for longer 

periods of time. 

To continue with the juxtaposition of high school and university study abroad, one major 

difference between long-term high school and college programs might be the amount of contact 

students have with other L1 speakers. Some major youth exchange organizations intentionally 

avoid placing high school students in the same towns and schools with other exchange students 

in order to reduce the amount of contact with L1 speakers. This strategy is intended to facilitate 

acculturation and L2 acquisition.  

1.5. L1 and L2 Use Among University Study Abroad Students 

While some college students may also find themselves isolated from other L1 speakers—by 

choice or by default—many have regular contact with other international students or people from 

their home universities. This is especially true in the case of island programs, where students are 
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brought as a group from the home university to the overseas location along with faculty from the 

home institution. It is, therefore, not surprising that high amounts of English use by American 

college students overseas have been noted in the research (e.g. Adams, 2006; Freed, Segalowitz, 

& Dewey, 2004). These differences in access to L1 speakers may have implications for receiving 

input in the target language and the acculturation process. On the other hand, there may be some 

psychological benefits to interacting in the L1 while overseas. Research has indicated, for 

example, that students may need to take a step back at times from the target language and culture 

due to the emotional burden of living in the L2 (e.g. Allen, 2010; Hassal, 2006; Stewart, 2010). 

Investigating how high school exchange students step back from the L2 in the absence of L1 

speakers could shed light on the potential advantages and disadvantages associated with 

interacting in one’s native language while on an exchange. In contrast to study abroad in 

previous decades, communication with home is easily facilitated through electronic media, and 

students have ready access to L1 speakers, virtually whenever they desire. 

1.6. The Role of Prior Instruction During Study Abroad 

It is particularly tempting to seek out L1 speakers while abroad, especially when one has had 

little to no prior experience with the target language. For some students, however, target 

language input may have begun prior to the journey overseas. Regarding this issue, researchers 

have looked at prior instruction in the target language as a predictor of linguistic gains overseas. 

In a study of Peace Corps volunteers, Guntermann (1995) found no differences between those 

who had studied Spanish in school and those without prior instruction regarding speaking gains. 

However, in other studies, prior instruction was found to be a predictor of advanced proficiency 

(e.g. Brecht, Davidson & Ginsberg, 1996; Davidson, 2010; Golonka, 2006). Considering that the 
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vast majority of American high school exchange students in Germany have had no prior 

instruction in German, this study will help answer questions regarding the role that prior 

instruction may play for adolescents. 

1.7. Identity and Study Abroad 

Lastly, several aspects of identity in the context of study abroad have been researched, including 

how students reconstruct their national identity (Dolby, 2007; Savicki & Cooley, 2011; Skey, 

2011), identity instability as a result of study abroad (Block, 2007; Savicki & Cooley, 2011), the 

relationship between identity and language gain (Spenander 2005, 2008), identity shifts as a 

result of living with a host family (Allen, Dristas & Mills, 2007) and a “loss of self” when one 

cannot communicate as effectively in the L2 as in the L1 (DeKeyser, 2010). Since all high school 

exchange students live with host families, which is often not the case for college students, 

investigating possible connections between host family placement, identity, and language gain 

will provide more data on the impact of the living situation. It is not the aim of this study to 

present a dichotomy between high school and university study abroad. Rather, the goal of this 

research is to strengthen the body of existing data on study abroad by including younger 

participants.  

Commenting on differences between high school and college study abroad, Spenader (2011) 

notes two key differences between high school and collegiate study abroad programs: “Pre-

collegiate exchange students are generally afforded increased opportunity to interact with native 

speakers of the target language because they reside in a homestay environment and participate in 

a mainstream high school classroom” (p. 382). The living situation, with its rich potential for L2 

input, and the school setting, which manifests a multitude of differences related to the 
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educational context, are two notable differences between high school and university study 

abroad, which may have implications for program design and student preparation. 

1.8 The Problem and its Context 

The main purposes of the current study are to address areas in study abroad research for which 

the existing data are either limited or non-existent. Considering that little research has been 

conducted on study abroad and the school context (when compared to the university context), 

and that research on the topics of technology use and regional identity in the study abroad 

context does not exist to the researcher’s knowledge, this study aims to address the 

aforementioned gaps in the research. This dissertation presents three articles, each focusing on a 

unique aspect of high school study abroad. The first article examines students’ use of technology 

in a study abroad context, and how online communication could be viewed in terms of 

participation in multiple Activity Systems (e.g. Engeström, 2011; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; 

Leontiev, 2006). The second article investigates students’ degree of participation in new 

Communities of Practice at German schools (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; 2000). The 

third article focuses on students’ (re)construction of national and regional identities. 

Previous research has indicated a discrepancy between the percentage of high school students 

who aspire to study abroad and those who actually do once they begin university studies. 

Learning more about the backgrounds and motivations for studying abroad among high school 

and gap year students can help us discover the factors involved in making the desire to study 

abroad a reality. Data on high school students overseas may help inform existing high school 

exchange programs with respect to program administration and supporting exchange students, 

host families, and exchange students’ own families Since relatively few students study abroad on 
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long term programs, the data provided from this study will show the benefits and risks involved 

in pursuing longer stays overseas, so that students and parents can make informed decisions 

regarding study abroad. It is my intention that the results of this study may be used to inform 

foreign language curriculum design and instructional techniques, and the implementation of 

study abroad programs at the high school and university levels. 
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CHAPTER 2: PRESENT STUDY 

 

2.1. Layout of the Present Study 

This chapter provides a summary of the research that was conducted for the present study. The 

details of the study are presented in the appended papers. 

2.2. Methods 

 

2.2.1. Participants 

The participants who volunteered to take part in this study were high school and gap year 

students residing in Germany for one semester or one calendar year through independent 

exchange organizations. Many of them had received a government scholarship to study abroad 

for one year in Germany. In the table below, students’ pseudonyms are listed along with other 

demographic information, which can be used as a reference guide while reading the articles that 

follow. 

Pseudonym Age Grade Program 

Length 

Prior 

Instruction in 

German 

Sarah 17 11 Year No 

Sylvia 16 11 Year Yes 

Diane 16 11 Year No 

Ryan 19 Grad Year Yes 

Allison 18 Grad Year No 

David 16 11 Year Yes 
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Marie 16 11 Year No 

Rose 18 Grad Year No 

Lindsey 17 12 Year Yes 

Julie 17 12 Year No 

Brooke 17 11 Year No 

Jennifer 17 11 Semester Yes 

Amy 17 12 Year Yes 

Jaymee 18 Grad Year No 

Table 1: Study Participant Demographic Information 

2.2.2. Data Collection 

Data collection occurred over a period of seven months (January-July 2012), beginning after the 

first semester that the majority of the students had been in Germany. All data collection was 

conducted online using Survey Monkey, Skype, and e-mail. The interviews were recorded using a 

software program called Evaer. As Table 2 illustrates, students were invited to complete a 

Background Questionnaire at the beginning of the study, respond to Reflection Questions at two 

points during the study, complete an Acculturation Index and Friendship Network Grid at two 

separate times during the study, and participate in two semi-structured interviews, which 

included an unofficial Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI). 
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Table 2: Summary of Data Collection Instruments and Timeline 

2.2.3. Data Analysis 

The analysis of the data differed for each article presented in this work, but I will summarize 

here some of the data analysis techniques that were used. The interviews were transcribed and 

coded for themes relevant to the topic of each article. Responses collected on the Background 

Questionnaire, Reflection Questions, Acculturation Index, and Friendship Network Grid were 

also coded for themes found in the appended articles. The participants were divided into two 

groups—those with prior instruction in German and those without prior instruction in German. 

The results of the WebCAPE placement test and the unofficial OPI scores were then averaged for 

each group of participants in order to determine possible effects of prior instruction on language 

proficiency and language gains. 

2.3. Results 

 

2.3.1. Summary of the Results 

 

Data Collection Instruments Semester Students Year Students 

WebCape 

LanguageProficiency Test 

January/February 2012 

May/June 2012 

January/February 2012 

May/June 2012 

Acculturation Index/Friendship 

Network Grid 

 

March 2012 

May 2012 

January 2012 

May 2012 

 

E-Mail Questionnaires 

 

January 2012 

April 2012 

January 2012 

April 2012 

Oral Proficiency 

Interviews/Semi-

StructuredInterviews 

January 2012 

May/June 2012 

January 2012 

May/June 2012 
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While working with this highly motivated group of youth, I was at times astounded by their 

determination and resilience as they encountered challenging situations abroad. Building a social 

network, adjusting to living with host families, and attending school in a second language were 

just some of the many issues they faced throughout their stay. Although it is impossible to 

generalize about their experiences in Germany, there did appear to be recurring themes in 

students’ written and oral statements, which I will attempt to summarize here. They were 

accustomed to using more than one language prior to their arrival in Germany, as the majority of 

the students had taken German or another foreign language, or had been raised bilingually. Even 

for those students who had taken German, full participation at school was not possible due to 

language barriers and a lack of background knowledge in specific subjects. They did not know 

what was expected of them or what to expect of themselves regarding school, which, for some, 

led to high levels of distress and eventual changes in their academic goals while abroad. 

Attending school with a host sibling—especially when this sibling was in the same class—was a 

problem, as it limited students’ access to social networks within the class. In spite of the 

challenges, all participants, regardless of whether they had previously taken German or not, were 

able to reach at least a level of Intermediate Mid by the end of one year. This leads to the 

conclusion that, considering the potential for language learning while abroad regardless of the 

amount of prior instruction, high school students should be encouraged to participate in long 

term study abroad programs even if they have not studied the target language. 

2.3.2. Linguistic Advantages of the Year Abroad 

The results of the study provide further support for the claim that there are linguistic advantages 

to studying abroad for a year as opposed to one semester (Davidson, 2010), as moderate gains on 
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the WebCAPE exam and Oral Proficiency Interviews (OPIs) were shown for some students. In 

this study, students with Advanced proficiency in German tended to have lower WebCAPE 

scores after one year than after one semester, which may be the result of two factors. The first 

factor which may explain the slight drop in scores is the fact that the WebCAPE exam, though 

highly valid and reliable for placing students into Beginning and Intermediate foreign language 

courses, is not intended for use for students with Advanced language skills (Brigham Young 

University HTRSC Language Software, n.d.). According to information provided by Brigham 

Young Univeristy, scores above 600 on the WebCAPE exam have a high standard error. 

Regarding both the WebCAPE exam and the OPI, ceiling effects (Freed, 1995) may have also be 

involved for Advanced students, meaning that gains within the Advanced range may have been 

difficult to capture using these assessments.  

Among this group of participants, there seem to have been linguistic advantages to being 

multilingual or to having had prior instruction in German. However, these advantages were only 

seen at the semester mark, where the three students who had not had German courses or who 

were not multilingual, tested at Intermediate Mid. Of the remaining six students who were either 

multilingual or who had taken German, only one student received a score of Intermediate Mid, 

three students were Intermediate High, and two students were Advanced Low. 

At the year mark, however, the results were inconclusive as to whether prior instruction or 

multilingualism may have played a role in increasing language proficiency between the semester 

and year marks. Since only five students participated in both OPI interviews, the data does not 

point to any clear advantages of these factors. The two students who entered the program as 

monolinguals without prior instruction received scores of Intermediate High and Advanced Low, 
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and the three other students had scores of Intermediate Mid, Advanced Low, and Advanced Low. 

In previous studies, prior instruction has been shown to impact the linguistic outcomes of study 

abroad (Golonka, 2006; Brecht, Davidson, and Ginsberg, 1995), which is also evidenced by the 

present study, at least after one semester. 

2.3.3. Technology Use 

Along with measuring their overall language proficiency and cultural adjustment, exchange 

students’ use of technology to communicate with friends and family in the U.S. and Germany 

was investigated through the lens of Activity Theory (Engeström, 1999; Leontiev, 1978, 1981). 

To summarize, Activity Theory assumes that humans engage in activities in order to fulfill 

needs, which, in this study, included the need for support systems while abroad, the need to 

maintain and develop an insider status in a variety of speech communities both at home and 

abroad, and improve language proficiency in German. In line with previous study abroad 

research which has indicated that individual differences play a major role in study abroad 

outcomes (DeKeyser, 1986), there was significant variation between the students in the current 

study in terms of the amount and nature of online contact with family members and peers in the 

U.S. and in Germany.  

Some students also used social networking websites to track growth in their language skills by 

re-reading posts and messages on Facebook that they had composed throughout their stay 

abroad. An unexpected finding of this study which is related to technology use is that, despite 

being digital natives, some students purposely limited their online communication with their 

family friends in the U.S. in an attempt to adapt to life in Germany and focus on acquiring 

German. This finding is in contrast to Kinginger’s (2010) speculation that the current generation 
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of study abroad students may heavily rely on online communication to maintain contact with 

home at the expense of fully engaging with those in the host community. This discrepancy could 

be attributed to the different types of programs under study. In Kinginger’s research, the focus 

was on cohorts of college students on short term programs, whereas in the current study, the 

students were living apart from other exchange students on long term programs. Perhaps in the 

case of Kinginger’s research, it was more difficult for students to break away from the group in 

order to access local social networks. When engagement with the host community is limited due 

to time and program structure, it would follow that students would tend to spend more time 

communicating online with friends and family back home. In addition to residing abroad for a 

longer period of time, the students in the present study were expected to integrate themselves 

into their host families, which meant limiting the amount of time spent online. Homesickness 

may also play a more significant role when one is abroad for a longer period of time. In the case 

of this group of students, limiting their online contact with friends and family at home was 

intended to reduce feelings of homesickness. 

The variability in the amount of internet use among the high school exchange students in this 

study may be related to prior instruction in the target language. In the current study, students 

without prior instruction in German reported more online use in general than those with prior 

instruction. For both the prior instruction group and non-prior instruction group, more online 

communication was reported with the peers the American students had met while in Germany. 

While some of this contact was with native German speakers, much of the online contact with 

people in Germany was with other exchange students, primarily from the U.S. A similar 

phenomenon has been found in island programs, where students of the same nationality tend to 
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stick together. In the present study, this group cohesion occurs online. Study abroad research has 

shown that, in some cases, too much contact with L1 peers can limit the degree to which 

exchange students integrate into the host country and are able to increase their language 

proficiency (Isabelli-Garcia, 2006; McKinlay, Pattison & Gross, 1996). Using the L1 while 

abroad can provide a certain amount of emotional relief, however, as students may need a break 

from the target language and culture from time to time (Hassall, 2006; Allen, 2010). The 

relationship between language proficiency and access to social networks may be a vicious circle: 

The lower the proficiency level, the more difficult it may be to access social networks, which 

may cause students to seek out even more contact with L1 speakers. Supporting this claim, 

Tanaka (2007) found that Japanese study abroad students in New Zealand had difficulty making 

friends during their stay due to low proficiency levels. Though language proficiency may play a 

role in obtaining access to social networks abroad, it is certainly not the only factor. (Toohey, 

1996). 

2.3.4. The Academic Context 

The amount of online contact students reported was largely with L1 peers in Germany, perhaps 

as a compensation strategy for a lack of social integration in the school setting, where numerous 

problems were reported. The second article in this work examines students’ access to 

Communities of Practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991) within the school context and how access 

was granted, limited, or denied depending on the particular courses, grade levels, teacher 

interventions, the presence of a host sibling in the classes, and general language proficiency and 

degree of acculturation.  
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Agency on the part of the exchange students to initiate interactions with peers at school was 

shown to be variable, depending on affective factors. However, the claim was made that agency 

is only one part of gaining access to the multiple CoPs in the school setting. Several students 

were placed in Grade 10 with peers who were on average one to three years younger, who had 

been together as a class since Grade 5. Breaking into these networks was difficult even for 

students with high language proficiency. For some students, the presence of a host sibling in 

these classes added to the difficulty of socialization at school due to over reliance on the host 

sibling for help with meeting people and performing in class. Many students also reported that 

they missed the elective courses, extra-curricular activities, and general school spirit common in 

American high schools, which indicates that their experiences at school did not match their 

expectations. 

Teacher intervention played a major role in apprenticing students into the CoPs within their 

particular courses, often being the sole reason for why students reported enjoying courses where 

the teacher took the time to work with them one-one-one, expected participation during class 

regardless of whether or not students were receiving grades, and acted as a support person as 

students struggled with navigating a new school system. On the other hand, some teachers were 

resistant to allowing students access to the course material and either verbally expressed their 

discontent or ignored the students all together. 

Expectations of school performance changed over time, as students’ academic language skills 

developed, yet there was often no plan in place to determine, monitor, and evaluate changing 

academic goals. Lacking the proficiency needed to perform on par with German-speaking peers, 
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students were placed in the most academically-rigorous schools in Germany with limited support 

structures at the school level to help scaffold their learning experience. 

2.3.5. Identity Reconstruction 

The (re)construction of national and regional identities was explored in the third article, using 

Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of habitus and Dörnyei’s (2005) theory of the L2 Motivational Self-

System. According to Bourdieu, habitus refers to the norms, values, and behaviors acquired from 

childhood as a result of enculturation. Habitus represents a subconscious framework for dealing 

with novel situations without stipulating explicit rules to follow. Through the lens of Bourdieu’s 

concept of habitus, it would follow that exchange students, who have already gone through 

primary and secondary socialization in the at home context, bring with them ways of interpreting 

and responding to events that are then potentially transformed in the overseas context. However, 

this transformation is not a given and requires time and identification with and access to the host 

community. As Bourdieu developed the concept of habitus in several of his works, it is 

important to note here that this concept is being used as a tool for analyzing the data in the 

current study, and as such, it has been extracted from his broader theoretical framework. 

Identity and language learning have been analyzed in this work through the lens of Dörnyei’s 

(2005) L2 Motivational Self-System, which states that there are three main factors involved with 

identity construction: the possible L2 self, the ideal L2 self, and the L2 learning experience. Also 

mentioned by Dörnyei (2005) is the feared self (Oyserman & Markus, 1990, as cited in Dörnyei 

2005), which helps motivate individuals to strive towards an ideal self.  

In the current study, it was found that some students adopted a regional identity while overseas, 

which included the acquisition of non-standard dialects of German. Additionally, for some 
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students, it was important to maintain a certain degree of patriotism with regard to the U.S., 

possibly due to the high value placed on this in American culture. This study was also able to 

capture students’ views on displays of German patriotism; their comments revealed that they 

were analyzing German patriotism from an American perspective. Some students, rejecting the 

binary categories of “German” and “American” on the data collection instruments, opted for 

defining themselves as globalized, bilingual/multilingual individuals who viewed the time 

abroad as a chance for personal growth—the result of which was not the adoption or alteration of 

national identities. Further evidence for this claim was found in the use of multiple languages in 

the study abroad context, the desire for continued study of other foreign languages learned in the 

at home context—particularly Spanish, and the desire to build worldwide friendship networks. 

2.4. Conclusions and Pedagogical Implications 

In the chapters that follow, it will be shown how language proficiency, use, and identity interact 

with one another to shape the exchange experience. As will be seen in the article addressing 

students’ school experiences, even students without prior instruction in German should be 

encouraged to study abroad for a semester or year in Germany due to the potential to reach 

Intermediate and Advanced levels in German by the end of the program. However, due to the 

possible advantage of prior instruction on the acquisition of German while abroad and accessing 

social networks, students should be advised to take at least two years of high school German 

before going overseas.  

Prior instruction in German, as is shown in this study, does not adequately prepare students for 

the demanding curriculum of a German Gymnasium or adjusting to the German school system in 

general. Exchange students—even those at high proficiency levels—lack the specific vocabulary 
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needed to communicate in an academic setting (Wedin, 2010). In light of these challenges, 

students, teachers, and host parents should be involved in goal setting and plans for achieving 

these goals. A means to accomplish this, as suggested by Haneda (1997), would be the 

implementation of learning portfolios, wherein students, with the guidance of teachers and host 

parents, could determine academic, social, and linguistic goals and strategies for accomplishing 

these goals. As the present study has shown, for some students, language-learning goals were the 

sole priorities in the school setting, which proved to be inadequate for gaining entrance into 

academic CoPs where language skills were not specifically practiced. Along with language 

proficiency, teachers expected academic performance in specific content areas, which many of 

the exchange students found to be an insurmountable challenge Through the use of portfolios, 

however, teachers and students could determine mutually agreeable goals and plans for 

scaffolding the instruction in order to fully involve students in the classroom. Students could 

focus on ways in which knowledge and skills in academic content areas could be improved 

through independent learning, and strategies for building social networks at school which may 

extend beyond the school context could be discussed. Monitoring, assessing, and reassessing the 

goals and plans should happen on a periodic basis—again, in a context of collaborative 

meetings—as students’ needs and motives change over time. 

It is my belief that, as long as students are enrolled in school in Germany, they should be 

expected to participate and assisted with accessing course material. As can be seen in the study 

results, the efforts of competent teachers provided students a chance at learning the content, 

being positioned as knowledgeable, competent contributors to the classroom community, and 

additional motivation for engaging with the material. Therefore, it is necessary that exchange 
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students be placed in classes with teachers who are willing to grant them access to their academic 

communities. 

High school exchange students should not be placed in the tenth grade or with host siblings in 

the same class. Both of these moves compound the difficulties with living in host families and 

accessing social networks at school. Being placed in a lower grade level can also have negative 

psychological effects on exchange students when they are not perceived as competent enough to 

learn alongside same-age peers. This phenomenon has been discussed in the literature on grade-

retention in the U.S. (Darling-Hammond, 1998). Instead, students should be placed in courses in 

grades eleven through thirteen, according to age and prior instruction in particular subjects.  

Exchange students should also be placed in contact with peers at the host school prior to their 

arrival in Germany so that they can begin to develop social networks as soon as possible. If there 

are former exchange students at the school site, these may be ideal candidates for initially 

helping students access social networks since they may have encountered similar difficulties 

during their own study abroad program. 

Students should be made aware of what to expect (and what not to expect) at a German 

Gymnasium, and they should be provided with options for attending a different type of school, 

depending on educational goals and preferences. For some students whose goal might be to 

pursue vocational training, taking advantage of German apprenticeship programs may be more 

appealing than attending a Gymnasium intended for students who wish to continue their 

education at a university.  

The third article in this work investigates students’ online interactions with family members and 

peers in the U.S., Germany, and other countries. Students’ online communication is considered 
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in light of, the bridging activities strategy (Thorne, 2009; Thorne & Reinhardt, 2008). In the 

study abroad context, this strategy could be used as a means of tracking students’ progress in the 

language and their experiences with accessing social networks through the analysis of 

participation in online communities. Bridging activities involves students reviewing their online 

communication in terms of their language use, vocabulary and grammar acquisition, and the 

development of friendship networks while overseas. These analyses could serve as motivational 

tools for making conscious efforts to continue learning the language and engaging with the local 

community. 

2.5. How University Study Abroad Programs Can Benefit from High School Study Abroad 

Though interaction that is of high quantity and quality is not a given in the context of the host 

family (Rivers, 1998; Freed, 1995; Wilkinson, 1998), it is this very setting that can provide a rich 

context for L2 interaction (Schmidt-Rinehart & Knight, 2004). In the current study, the most 

German use was reported with host parents, suggesting the irreplaceable role the host family can 

play in helping students develop language skills, assuming that the placement represents a good 

match and the host family is willing to include the student in family activities. Considering this 

data, it may be worthwhile for university level programs to include options for living in host 

families so that students have more opportunities to interact in the L2, regardless of their success 

with accessing social networks among their peers—many of whom may be other L1 speakers.  

At the high school level, students are encouraged by exchange organizations to limit their online 

contact with friends and family at home, which may be worth emphasizing among the college 

study abroad population. Living with host families can help support this goal, as students are 

often expected to spend considerable amounts of time interacting with the family. Constantly 
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skyping with friends and family and home and spending vast amounts of time on Facebook was 

unacceptable to some of the host families in this study. 

Preparing students to travel abroad may include exposing them not only to a standard variety of 

the language, but also to the regional variety where they are staying. There may be social 

advantages to students becoming proficient in local dialects. For listening comprehension 

purposes, acquiring at least a passive knowledge of the dialect that is commonly used in the area 

one lives in can help students better communicate with those around them. Using a dialect may 

also signal in-group status with people in the local community, which could have implications 

for being apprenticed into new communities. 

The issue of foreign language education upon re-entry affects both high school and college 

students, as many are unsure as to how to build upon their acquired language skills once they are 

back home. While this can be particularly difficult for high school students, who may have to 

wait a couple of years before they are able to take upper-level German courses at a university, 

university students may be able to continue their study of the language immediately following 

their exchange. In spite of the availability of advanced language courses, these courses are not 

typically designed with the returned exchange student in mind, who may have developed 

increased spoken fluency, but is comparatively behind in reading and writing skills. 

Additionally, taking a language class cannot replace hours of daily exposure to the target 

language that was available to the student while abroad. As Whyte (2011) has indicated, online-

based courses can help increase the number of hours that students are exposed to and interacting 

in the target language. Therefore, there is a need for advanced online courses targeted at returned 
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exchange students in order to specifically help them with reading, writing, and grammar, and to 

provide forums for continued interaction in the L2. 

2.6. Future Directions in Study Abroad Research 

 
Though not the main focus of the current study, technology use among exchange students was 

examined in this research. Future research in this area should include investigations of the texts 

produced by students online, and how information provided by exchange organizations may 

influence students’ online behavior. One could also compare the online communication of 

university study abroad students with that of high school exchange students in order to determine 

the factors involved in the amount and nature of online contact with people at home and in the 

target community. 

It is evident that students are using multiple languages in their online communication; in light of 

this finding, more research is needed in the acquisition of more than one L2 in the study abroad 

setting. What roles do L2s other than the target language play in terms of students’ identity 

construction abroad? It cannot be assumed that students’ primary linguistic goal is to master the 

dominant language of the host community. They are choosing to take additional foreign 

languages at school which they have previously studied in the U.S. They express a desire to learn 

the L1s of other exchange students they meet while abroad, and many of today’s American high 

school and university exchange students have been raised bilingually. Thus, further research is 

needed on the language acquisition and cultural adaptation of bilingual study abroad students and 

those with experience learning additional L2s.  

The acquisition and use of multiple languages among exchange students may include non-

standard varieties of the target language, which, to the researcher’s knowledge, has not yet been 
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investigated in the study abroad context. The relationship between identity reconstruction and the 

acquisition of a non-standard dialect may help shed light on which dialects may be easier for 

students to acquire, and help determine the kind of language instruction students should receive 

in preparation for their stay abroad.  

Students’ metacognitive awareness of their language skills and identity (re)construction should 

also be researched, as this may be beneficial for teaching students ways of analyzing and 

interpreting the linguistic and psychological changes they may be experiencing while abroad. To 

what extent are students aware of the progress they are making with the language, and how are 

they responding to perceived changes in their identities? Would this metacognitive awareness 

impact the acculturation process and provide further motivation for language learning? 

With respect to high school study abroad, in the school context, classroom observations are 

needed to see how students express and are assigned different identities within the wide variety 

of Communities of Practice found at school. How do teachers’ expectations affect the degree of 

classroom participation and academic performance? To what extent are students positioned as 

competent others who have valuable knowledge to share with their classmates? 

A missing perspective from the study abroad literature as this relates to high school exchange 

students is that of the students’ host families and exchange students’ own families. Future 

research should look into how the host family and natural family view their roles during the 

exchange experience. For example, in cases where students choose to limit their contact with 

their families, how do their family members respond?  

As a final suggestion, since little is known about the re-entry process of returned exchange 

students at the high school level, investigations of how the exchange experience may impact 
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future language learning, general courses of study, and career trajectories would help all those 

involved in study abroad better support the student upon return and maximize the gains made 

during the semester or year overseas. As an under-investigated population with great potential 

for research that could help improve study abroad programs at all levels, high school exchange 

students are prime candidates for witnessing the effects of individual differences on the 

processes and outcomes of the study abroad experience. 
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Abstract 

 

This study of American high school exchange students investigates the use of technology in 

communication with family, friends, and peers while on exchange in Germany. Although 

previous research on the effects of the study abroad context on language acquisition and identity 

reconstruction exists, there is limited data on students’ use of technology while abroad (Allen & 

Dupuy, 2012) and how their technology use might reveal identity shifts and gains in the target 

language. In the present study, students’ reported use of technology for communicative purposes 

while abroad is analyzed through the lenses of Activity Theory and Social Identity Theory, both 

of which have been used in studies focusing on second language acquisition in classroom 

contexts. Activity Theory has been a productive model for analyzing students’ online 

interactions in social networking sites (SNS) and online gaming, due to its emphasis on unstable 

communities with evolving goals. With respect to the current study, Activity Theory was 

selected as a theoretical framework in order to take what is known about technology use and 

activity systems in the foreign language classroom and apply these concepts to the study abroad 

context, where technology can also play a significant role in students’ daily interactions with L1 

and L2 speakers.  

Social identity theory (SIT), as it has evolved since the 1970’s, beginning with the work of Tajfel 

(1978, 1981), has also been applied to second language learning contexts in order to investigate 

the relationship between participants’ attitudes towards and use of the target language and 

simultaneous membership in multiple in-groups. While it is important to note that Tajfel’s 

original conception of SIT did not address the issue of multiple identities or the connection 

between language use and ethnic identity, SLA researchers such as Giles and Johnson (1981) and 
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Heller (1992) have expanded the theory to incorporate potentially contradictory ethnic identities 

inextricably linked to different languages or varieties of the same language. Thus, SIT is a valid 

framework for researching students’ identity performance in multiple online contexts. Activity 

Theory helps trace changes in students’ motives and goals related to online communication with 

friends, family, and peers, as their exchange year or semester progresses. 

In the present study, students participated in semi-structured interviews and responded to a set of 

reflection questions addressing the number of hours per week spent communicating with friends 

and family at home and abroad via the internet and which languages were used during this online 

communication. The results indicate that there is significant variation in the amount and nature 

of students’ online communication while abroad. An unexpected result of the study was that 

some students, despite their generational label as “digital natives,” opted to significantly limit 

their online communication while abroad in attempts to mitigate homesickness, adapt to the host 

culture, and avoid the L1. Thus, a major argument in this paper is that the availability of SNS 

and other forms of online communication in the study abroad context does not necessarily mean 

that students will heavily rely on these tools to maintain contact with home. A further argument 

is that students’ online communication is indicative of emerging global identities and 

participation in multiple, virtual activity systems, which are, at times in tension with one another.  

 

Key words: Activity Theory, Social Identity Theory, identity reconstruction, high school study 

abroad  
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Cutting the “Electronic Umbilical Cord:” High School Students’ Internet Use  

While on Exchange in Germany 

Introduction 

In a landmark review of study abroad research, Kinginger (2009) sets the stage for future 

investigations into the effects of technology on language use among study abroad students. In her 

call to action, she argues, “One of the most pressing questions for study abroad researchers is the 

relationship between language learning and changing communicative practices and worldviews 

brought on by intensified globalization” (218). It would be expected that, contrary to previous 

generations of exchange students, today’s sojourners would, on the whole, be connected to “the 

electronic umbilical cord of the internet” (219). The purpose of the research presented here, 

which is part of a larger study on the language proficiency levels, language gains, and 

acculturation patterns of American high school students in Germany, is to engage those in the 

field of Second Language Acquisition in a discussion about the role that technology plays in a 

study abroad setting. What follows is a study of high school students’ reported use of social 

networking sites and other platforms for online communication while on semester and year 

exchange programs in Germany during the academic year 2011-2012. To date, few studies have 

looked into the use of technology in study abroad settings. In an article describing an online 

component of a short-term study abroad program for Business students, Deans (2012) observes 

that most of students’ online activities have not yet been researched despite the wealth of 

opportunity for such studies. The present study attempts to fill this gap in the research by 

situating data on students’ participation in online communities within the framework of Activity 

Theory and Social Identity Theory. 
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Literature Review 

Accessing Social Networks During Study Abroad 

In the case of study abroad, it is particularly important to consider the role that agency plays in 

shaping the individual’s identity and language development, as agency has been shown to play a 

key role in accessing social networks abroad (e.g. Allen, 2010; Stewart, 2010). Accessing virtual 

social networks can provide students with opportunities for extended input in the L2, 

synchronous and asynchronous L2 production, error correction, and identity (re) construction 

through participation in multiple in-groups.  

Because much of the research on study abroad has involved monolingual English speakers from 

the U.S., the study abroad literature has not revealed diverse language usage among exchange 

students, some of whom are multilingual before the start of their exchange. As I will attempt to 

show in this article, exchange students are engaged in plurilingual online contexts, where 

German, English, and other languages are used while communicating online with family and 

friends around the world. Though not specifically related to online communication, evidence of 

diverse language use has been found among missionaries from the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter Day Saints (LDS), also called Mormons. In a recent publication on the language 

proficiency gains and L2 attrition of LDS missionaries in international settings, it was revealed 

that missionaries living in the same country used hybrid languages when conversing with one 

another (Hansen, 2012). This population is similar in many respects to study abroad students in 

that they reside abroad for extended periods of time and are expected to interact with locals in 

the host community. Considering the similarity between these two groups, it is worth 
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investigating the potentially diverse patterns of language use between exchange students during 

online interactions. 

One of the main study abroad related tasks is to acquire the dominant language of the host 

country. This task is often stressed by exchange organizations, host families, and the exchange 

students themselves. However, as Freed (1995) notes, one of the myths surrounding study abroad 

is that all students who participate in overseas programs become fluent in the language. In some 

instances, at-home immersion programs have been shown to be favorable to the study abroad 

context in terms of students’ language gains (Freed, Segalowitz, & Dewey, 2004). Also, access 

to interaction with speakers of the target language, which is of high quantity and quality, is not a 

given in study abroad contexts, even when students live with host families (Wilkinson, 1998; 

2000). 

Social Media Use in the Foreign Language Classroom 

While little research exists on the role that technology may play in students’ language use and 

online socialization patterns during study abroad, there is a large body of related literature 

exploring Web 2.0 activities in the foreign and second language classrooms. Some of these 

studies (e.g. Sykes, Oskoz, & Thorne, 2008; Thorne, 2008; 2011) have as their theoretical 

framework Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, as has been explored and further developed by at 

least three generations of Activity Theory researchers (e.g. Vygotsky, 1978; Engeström, 1999; 

Leontiev, 1978, 1981). 

As Sykes, Oskoz and Thorne (2008) report, participation in online communities and virtual 

worlds can allow for opportunities to adopt a range of identities while engaging in plurilingual 

contexts. Thorne (2008) explains how engagement in online mediated communication requires 
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the skillful application of the norms used for these communication genres. In a later work, 

Thorne (2011) mentions how students participate in multilingual communities online, which 

serve to extend target language use beyond the classroom. 

Potential for Using Social Media in Study Abroad 

Both Wilkinson (1998) and Thorne (2005) have called for investigating learning processes rather 

than products, which would suggest a need for study abroad researchers to look into the activities 

in which students are engaged, not the tasks assigned to them. Thorne (2005) highlights the issue 

of researching the process rather than the product in the following claim: “If, however, one is 

interested in the processes of learning and development that take the learners’ point of view into 

account, then a focus on activity is necessary and desirable” (400). In this same article, Thorne 

describes how he and his colleagues applied the concept of knotworking (Engeström, Engeström 

& Vahaaho, 1999 as cited in Thorne, 2005) to the use of technology in study abroad contexts. 

Knotworking is a “theoretical framework relating multiple activity systems across time and 

space” (395). Such a view of social networks may be a more appropriate theoretical approach 

than the concept of Communities of Practice (Thorne 2005), due to the fact that the latter 

assumes stable, fixed communities, which do not necessarily represent students’ online social 

networks, which are often dynamic, ever-changing, flexible, and multilingual spaces. Within the 

context of study abroad are multiple, overlapping activity systems with norms, motives, and 

objectives that may, at times, be in conflict with one another. It is at the intersections of these 

activity systems where students engage in acts of identity reconstruction. These margins may be 

considered third spaces (Kramsch, 1993) in which the use of multiple languages and expression 

of varied identities cannot be categorized as native or foreign, but are characteristic of 
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cosmopolitan online communication, which functions as a unique genre with its own set of 

interaction norms. To understand the role that technology may play in helping students navigate 

these overlapping systems, it is necessary to examine students’ participation in online social 

networks and other forms of online communication while they are abroad. Rejecting the 

monolingual myth, Thorne (2011) states that, “Life and civic engagement in the modern era 

increasingly indicate the need for sophisticated communication, comprehension, and analytic 

abilities in intercultural and plurilingual contexts” (304).  

Research Questions 

The following research questions were posed related to students’ technology use while abroad:  

1. How might students’ involvement in online communication while studying abroad be 

representative of membership in multiple activity systems in which identity (re)construction 

occurs? 

2. What role does prior instruction in German play in the number of hours students spend 

communicating online? 

Theoretical Framework 

The Zone of Proximal Development 

The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) refers to what an individual is capable of learning 

with the assistance of more experienced others (Vygotsky, 1978). Within the context of second 

language acquisition, the ZDP could represent gains in language proficiency which is the result 

of collaboration between learners and those more proficient in the target language who are not 

necessarily native speakers. As Lantolf and Thorne (2006) have noted, the ZDP not only 

represents what students have already gained, but also their potential to develop new skills, given 
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that they receive effective mentoring from more competent others. Though not emphasized in the 

original conception of ZPD, current applications of this concept to second language acquisition 

emphasize the ability of the learner to gradually gain independence when using new knowledge 

and skills. 

Activity Theory 

Given that learning occurs through interactions with more competent others, according to the 

ZDP, Activity Theory assumes that emotional engagement in these collaborative activities 

evolves in accordance with context and access to symbolic and physical tools that can be used to 

accomplish group and individual goals. According to Vygotsky (1978), humans are motivated to 

engage in activities based on biological and psychological needs. In SLA, motivation to engage 

in the activity of language learning is viewed as unstable, as one’s attitudes towards the host 

community and the degree to which one is granted or denied access to these communities may 

vary over time.   

It is worth mentioning here how an activity may differ from a task. In a classroom setting, for 

example, students are given tasks which are attached to learning objectives. Rarely is it the case 

that the students themselves state their own learning objectives to be carried out in a given 

lesson, due to top-down curriculum design and implementation. However, despite these 

prescribed learning objectives, what students actually do with these tasks largely depends on 

their own individual motives. Kramsch (1993) discusses this mismatch between what language 

teachers set out to do in the classroom and what the students desire to do with the prescribed 

task. As students are given ownership and control over learning objectives, the classroom 

becomes de-centered, and opportunities for new motives and objects to evolve become evident. 
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Finally, Activity Theory asserts that more can be accomplished through collaborative work than 

by individual endeavors.  

Social Identity Theory 

The theoretical lens through which identity will be examined in this study comes from the field 

of social psychology. The work of Turner, Brown, and Tajfel (1979) on the subject of social 

identity and Hirschman’s concepts of “Exit” and “Voice” (1970) will set the groundwork for 

investigating issues of identity and study abroad in this study. Henri Tajfel’s (1982) Social 

Identity Theory (SIT) asserts that identity formation requires affiliation with a positively defined 

in-group. Ward, Bochner, and Furnham (2001) summarize the three key principles of SIT as 

follows: “1) it is part of the self-concept; 2) it requires awareness of membership in a group; and 

3) it has evaluative and emotional significance” (p. 103). Critical to social identity are both self-

identification and recognition by others of one’s group membership (Turner, Brown & Tajfel, 

1979). Because comparisons of in-groups and out-groups have implications for self-esteem, 

individuals will strive to maintain favorable in-group status by changing the terms of 

comparison, assigning different values to the terms, attempting to elevate the status or the in-

group, or exiting an in-group in favor of another group (Hirshman, 1970), whose attributes are 

more positively viewed. Though Tajfel’s theory has been criticized for neglecting multiple group 

memberships, the role of language and group affiliation, and individual differences within 

groups, SLA researchers have continued to build upon this theory, and have argued for the 

relevance of SIT for the foreign language learning (Hansen & Liu, 1997). The study abroad 

context is a space where exchange students display affiliation with multiple in-groups as their 

potentially conflicting identities are under constant comparison against other groups. 
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The participants in this study are expected to be confronted with aspects of their identity that 

become salient during the exchange program, which may not have been salient in an at-home 

context. For example, study abroad research has indicated that, in a foreign setting, national 

identity, as this relates to the home country, becomes more salient than regional identity (Savicki 

& Cooley, 2011). In contrast to developing a stronger national identity, some exchange students 

begin to view aspects of the host culture as superior to their home culture, while others strongly 

resist identifying with aspects of the host culture. This phenomenon is described by Bennett 

(1986) in his Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS). According to the DMIS, 

which outlines “changes in worldview structure,” this stage is labeled as Defense Reversal 

(Hammer, Bennett, & Wiseman, 2003). Bennett labels this phase as such because, instead of 

using one’s own cultural framework as a means of evaluating other cultures, the individual 

begins to, in the words of Hammer, Bennett, and Wiseman (2003), “’go native.’” Turner, Brown 

and Tajfel (1979) comment on the costs of exiting one’s in-group, noting that this may be felt by 

the individual as a treacherous act (p. 35). Are these “acts of treachery” and tensions between 

potentially conflicting identities evident in students’ online communicative activities abroad? 

This is an issue that the present study attempts to clarify. 

The Study 

Method 

Participants 

Participants in the study were 14 American teenagers (2 males and 12 females) between the ages 

of 15 and 19, who were participating in semester and year exchange programs in Germany 

during the academic year of 2011-2012. They were from across the United States; some had 
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already graduated from high school and were in Germany for a “gap year.” The students lived 

separately in host families in various parts of Germany and were required to attend a 

Gymnasium, a type college-preparatory secondary school housing grades 5 through 12 or 13. 

Most students attended a 4-week language and cultural course upon arrival in Germany until the 

start of the school year. Some students had taken German prior to the start of their exchange 

program, and others arrived in Germany with no prior knowledge of German. It was common for 

students to have studied other foreign languages such as Spanish or French at the high school 

level prior to their arrival in Germany, and three students reported having been raised bilingually. 

The students were studying in Germany through several foreign exchange organizations and 

were unknown to the researcher prior to this study. 

Data Collection 

This study is part of a larger research project, therefore, only data relevant to technology use is 

reported in this article. Multiple data sources were collected during the study for the purposes of 

measuring language proficiency and gaining insight into students’ acculturation processes. Data 

collection began after students had been in Germany for approximately one semester and 

continued throughout the academic year of 2011-2012 for the students participating in a year 

exchange. These data sources included a Background Questionnaire (Appendix A), unofficial 

Oral Proficiency Interviews (OPI) combined with semi-structured interviews (Appendix B), 

responses to a set of Reflection Questions (Appendix C), an Acculturation Index (Appendix D), 

and a Friendship Network Grid (Appendix E). The Reflection Questions were based on those 

used by Spenader (2011) in her study of American high school students in Sweden. The series of 

open-ended questions covered the topics of host family, school, friends, language use, 
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challenges, and regional identity. Questions related to technology use were added to this 

questionnaire in response to previous research conducted on study abroad, calling for more 

attention to this issue. These data sets were examined separately and then triangulated in order to 

determine relationships between acculturation, language proficiency, and technology use. 

Regarding the interviews, students were invited to participate in two 45-minute interviews, one 

in January/February 2011 and a second in June/July 2012. Students were asked to respond to the 

set of reflection questions in April, ten months into the exchange for year students and three 

months into the exchange for semester students. The first and second rounds of data collection 

occurred while the researcher was in the U.S., and the final round of data collection occurred 

shortly after the researcher moved to Germany. However, all data collection was collected 

online. While the interviews themselves did not specifically ask students to talk about their 

technology use while abroad, this topic arose on several occasions in the context of discussing 

communication with friends and family in the United States.  

The unofficial Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) was included during the interviews. The 

researcher had attended an ACTFL OPI training workshop, completed ratings of sample 

interviews, and conducted her own OPI interviews, which were then submitted to ACTFL for 

review. As a further measure of language proficiency, students were asked to take the WebCAPE 

language placement test for German, which was designed at Brigham Young University in 

Provo, Utah. Brigham Young University generously allowed the researcher to use the WebCAPE 

exam with her study participants free of charge. Participants were invited to take both the 

WebCAPE exam and the (unofficial) OPI mid-way and at the end of their exchange year for 
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comparison purposes. The Skype interviews were recorded using a software program called 

Evaer. 

Data Analysis 

The interviews, including the OPI portions, were transcribed and (unofficially) rated by the 

researcher according to ACTFL guidelines. Possible scores ranged from Novice-Low to 

Superior, and each interview was given a rating within one week of completion. The transcripts 

were then reviewed by the researcher and comments from participants that were related to 

technology use while abroad were identified. The interview data and participants’ responses to 

Questions 7, 8, and 9 of the reflection questions were coded according to the following 

categories: Communication with Home, Communication with Acquaintances in Germany, and 

Language Learning. The average total number of hours students reported communicating online 

was calculated according to students’ prior instruction in German. A t-test was conducted, which 

compared the average number of hours for the two groups. A second t-test was conducted, which 

compared the average number of hours each group spent communicating with people at home 

and in Germany. 

Results 

Homesickness as a Factor in Online Communication 

Several participants commented on the relationship between contact with people at home and 

homesickness. One participant commented at length regarding a perceived relationship between 

her online activities and degree of homesickness and adjustment into her role in her host family. 

The following is an excerpt from an interview with Lindsey when she was asked about a written 

comment she made on the background questionnaire related to the homesickness she felt during 
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the first half of her exchange year. She was given the option at the beginning of the interview to 

speak in English or German for the first portion of the interview. She chose to conduct the entire 

conversation in German and was the only participant who communicated exclusively in German 

when e-mailing with the author. Her comments have been translated into English by the author: 

Yeah, it probably had to do with the fact that I had so much contact with people back 

home at the beginning. I’d call about once a week, and then I also wrote e-mails and was 

on Facebook with my friends, and that probably didn’t help at all. Because then I started 

thinking about…yeah…what is going on over there and how are things. And then at some 

point in December, there was an argument with my family…with my host family and 

I…they said, you really have to stop this because I wasn’t doing very well at all. I was 

pretty sick at one point and couldn’t go to school. It’s also possible that I made myself 

sick because I thought too much and created too much stress for myself…and then I said, 

OK, I’m going to stop now. And then I just wrote an e-mail to my family…yes, we can 

call each other, and when I write something in an e-mail, it will most likely be like, yeah, 

I’m doing well, or I’m doing this today, I plan on doing this…I hope you all are doing 

well, and that’s how it will be.] (Lindsey Interview 1, 12 March 2012) 

 

[Ja, also wahrscheinlich liegt es daran, dass ich am Anfang so viel mit zu Hause Kontakt 

hatte. Ich hatte so einmal in der Woche telefoniert und dann ich habe auch Emails 

geschrieben, Facebook war auch immer mit meinen Freunden...und das hat bestimmt gar 

nicht geholfen. Weil dann habe ich nachgedacht...ja wie es da los und was ist so...Und 

dann na ja irgendwann in Dezember, ja es gab hier auch so einen Streit so mit meine 

Familie...mit meine Gastfamilie und ich...sie sagten ja du musst unbedingt damit 
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aufhören, weil es ging mir so schlecht, also ich war einmal ziemlich krank und konnte 

nicht zur Schule gehen...Es mag auch sein, dass ich mich selber krank gemacht habe, weil 

ich zu viel danach gedacht und zu viel Stress für mich gemacht habe...und dann ich sagte, 

OK ich höre jetzt auf. Und dann habe ich einfach ein Mail zu Hause geschickt...ja wir 

können telefonieren und wenn ich etwas schreibe in eine Mail, es wird eher sein ja es 

geht mir gut oder ich mach das jetzt heute...habe ich das vor...morgen mach ich das...ihr 

seid alle noch gesund und munter, hoffe ich und so geht es...] ( Lindsey Interview 1, 12 

March 2012) 

In a similar fashion, another student expressed distress at being separated from her high school 

group of friends in the United States, which was triggered by a Skype conversation: 

I skyped my one friend one time and was like, what if I don't win Home Coming Queen? 

What do I do? There was never a guarantee that I would win, but it's like there was pretty 

much a guarantee that I would be nominated. That's really snotty or whatever, but it's true 

and...what if they forgot me? (Diane Interview 2, 19 February 2012) 

Still another participant expressed a longing for her high school as a result of being on Facebook: 

And it's actually difficult for me to see sites like Facebook and you see kids like ‘oh I 

can't wait to get out of this town. I hate school.’ I'm thinking, no, I love high school. I 

can't wait to go back and take photography and architecture and all of these great classes 

that I can choose and that don’t exist here. (Sarah Interview 1, 7 February 2012) 

Diane also reported on the negative feedback she received from her mother during a Skype 

conversation, which had to do with the manner in which she was speaking. The student attributed 

this misunderstanding to the impact that her emerging L2 was having on her L1:  
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I really think my tone of voice has changed...cuz Germans, one of the reasons why I think 

their language sounds so mean is because their tone of voice is always so like snappy. 

Like the first couple of months, I was like, ‘why are you being so mean to me? I didn't do 

anything wrong!’ And now I talk like that, too. Like, I skyped my mom sometimes and 

she was like, ‘you don't need to say it like that.’ ‘Gosh,’ I'm like, ‘I didn't say anything,’ 

and I'm pretty sure it will wear off after a couple of weeks...I think I'm not as crazy as I 

was before...cuz Germans aren't like crazy and all over the place, and Americans are...I 

think I've matured a bit. (Diane Interview 2, 10 June 2012) 

For some participants, a solution to the anxiety associated with homesickness was either to limit 

the amount of contact with people back home, restrict the content of their messages to “newsy” 

information, i.e. not going into detail about homesickness and other problems, but simply 

reporting their activities, or to greatly restrict the amount contact with people at home altogether. 

The following response from a female participant illustrates a concerted effort to break contact 

with people in the home country during the exchange: 

I’ve for the most part cut off contact with my parents/friends via the internet. I’ve only 

skyped (this includes phone calls too) with my parents once, and that was to simply ask 

to extend my program from a semester to a year. I haven’t skyped with my American 

friends either. I’d say about once a month I have IM conversations with friends back 

home, but I prefer to stick to snail mail. (Sarah Reflection Question #8) 

I Skype my family every 3 weeks and I Skype with friends only once a month or so. As 

for Facebook, I’d say I write to my American friends quite infrequently. So maybe 2 

hours per week? (Jaymee Reflection Question #8) 
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I usually have no more than one Skype call during the week and wait until Sunday 

evenings. I would say Skype usage for me would equal about 4 hours a week. I’m on 

Facebook almost every day for a short time, but I spend considerably less time talking to 

Americans. I would say absolutely no more than 30 minutes/week. I am a member of no 

other social networks and don’t use a global phone service. (David Reflection Question 

#8) 

There is no definite plan. When I’m online and my family or friends are also online we 

talk but it is not a regular thing. Maybe 2 hours a week if I had to put a number to it. 

(Ryan Reflection Question #8) 

I've maintained really good contact with my American friends...It's really difficult to say 

but I do get the feeling …when I talk to my friends on FB or over Skype or something, I 

feel at some points...like I have to pick and choose my words really well and I feel like 

it's a bit harder to really kind of be myself around them, and I feel like I really exposed 

myself, my "David" self to my German friends a little bit more than I have to my 

American friends, but that could also just be because I've changed a lot since I've been 

here, and I'm simply just expressing myself to the people around me...(David Interview 2, 

16 June 2012) 

The Role of Technology in Positioning Oneself as a Language Learner 

One male participant noted how he used technology to read material for his German class while 

in Germany; he was the only participant to comment on technology use to support his academics 

while abroad: 
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I feel like you don’t necessarily have to be that good at German as far as the language 

goes in order to actually do good in the German class. It’s pretty much like English class. 

 ou don’t really need any knowledge (laughter)…and you can really just kinda jump in 

and start learning with them. Although the books are really hard. I just read ‘em right 

online. (David Interview 2, 12 June 2012) 

Finally, a female participant discussed the role that technology played with respect to perceived 

language proficiency gains. On the day of our second interview, this participant had reviewed her 

previous Facebook postings, paying careful attention to evidence of her own language 

development: 

Oh, Today I...on Facebook you can read your messages and I read the ones from the 

beginning of the year and it was so embarrassing because all of my German was wrong. 

Everything was wrong! (laughter)! (Allison Interview 2, 10 June 2012) 

[Oh, ich hab heute meine...in Facebook kann man die Messages gelesen und ich hab das 

gelesen am Anfang das Jahr und es war so peinlich, weil alles meine Deutsch war so 

falsch. Alles war falsch (laughter)!] (Allison Interview 2, 10 June 2012) 

German. They may sometimes use English for fun/improvement when speaking to me 

but I reply only in German. (David Reflection Question #10) 

I always try first in German, and when they don't understand then I explain in English. 

But talking with them over Facebook in German is really helpful because I make them 

correct my German. (Julie Reflection Question #10) 
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German! And sometimes Spanish, because me and a friend want to practice our Spanish 

together so we'll have Spanish week. But other than that, only German. (Marie Reflection 

Question #10) 

German and English mostly. I also attempt my little bits of Spanish sometimes but with 

little success...(Ryan Reflection Question #10) 

Students’ Reflections on Plurilingual Contexts 

Much, much more than with people back home. Almost as frequent as I did with my 

friends back home. I also talk to a lot of people from other exchange programs. There are 

many people in my exchange program all over Germany and I communicate with them 

often. I've also met many other exchange students from Thailand, Korea, Mexico to name 

a few. (Ryan Reflection Question #9) 

The following is a response from a bilingual female participant: 

Especially at the beginning, the least amount of time possible. Switching the languages 

especially when you don't have a really good grasp on German really jolts your brain 

from German-mode to English-mode. As you get better with German, it's not so abrupt a 

change anymore... I typically spend 10 hours per week, I think. (Marie Reflection 

Question #8) 

German! And sometimes Spanish, because me and a friend want to practice our Spanish 

together so we'll have Spanish week. But other than that, only German. (Marie Reflection 

Question #10) 

German and English mostly. I also attempt my little bits of Spanish sometimes but with 

little success...(Ryan Reflection Question #10) 
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Evidence of Task-Based Learning Online 

Quite a lot. I'd say about 15 hours a week. It's interesting because I find that my German 

friends are a lot more active on Facebook than my American friends. Parties and get-

togethers are coordinated primarily through Facebook, and my soccer team plans and 

communicates solely through Facebook. (Jaymee Reflection Question #9) 

Prior Instruction in German and Technology Use 

Figures 1 and 2 show the number of hours students reported communicating with friends and 

family at home and abroad based on their prior experience with German. It is evident that 

students with no prior instruction reported communicating more online than students with prior 

language instruction. While students without prior instruction reported communicating online 

with people in Germany a little more than with people at home, students with prior instruction 

reported the opposite. Although the variation is slight, students with prior instruction claimed to 

communicate on average 0.7 hours longer per week with people at home than with people in 

Germany.

 

Figure 1: Reported Online Communication Based on Prior German Instruction 
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Figure 2: Reported Online Communication with Acquaintances in Germany 
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the present study, the results of students’ online activities while in Germany reflect participation 

in multiple activity systems, at the margins of which, students undergo identity reconstruction as 

they navigate through virtual spaces inhabited by friends and family at home, in Germany, and 

around the world.  

One activity in which students participate online is communication management with friends and 

family back home. Not surprisingly, the frequency and depth of contact with people at home 

varies greatly within the group. However, one trend among this particular group of participants is 

that those students who arrived in Germany having taken no German classes prior to their 

exchange semester or year report more regular contact with people at home than those who 

arrived in Germany with some knowledge of German (See Figures 1 and 2). One reason for this 

difference could be that students with some prior knowledge of German were able to better 

access social networks in Germany, rather than relying on online contact with people in the U.S. 

to fulfill their need for social support. The study abroad literature suggests that accessing social 

networks while abroad can be particularly challenging for exchange students. For example, Allen 

(2010), in a study of American exchange students in France noted that, in spite of an integrative 

motivation to learn French, many students found it difficult to access social networks while 

abroad and eventually gave up. Block (2007) also commented on the difficulty some students 

face with accessing social networks abroad and called for researchers to investigate the 

psychological aspects of study abroad. Related to gender, other studies have indicated that it may 

be more difficult for women to access social networks than for men (Kinginger, 2004; Polanyi, 

1995). Turning first to Kinginger’s study, she researched the language development and identity 

reconstruction of an American university student studying abroad in France and suggested that, 
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women—especially those who come from different socio-economic backgrounds than the L2 

peers or host family—may find that gender plays a significant role in the degree to which one is 

exposed to L2 input that is of sufficient quality and quantity for improving one’s language skills. 

One reason for this, suggested by Kinginger, is that females’ interactions with men abroad often 

include rebuffing romantic overtures. The same was found in Polanyi’s aforementioned re-

evaluation of the data from a major study on American exchange students in Russia conducted 

by Brecht, Davidson, and Ginsberg (1995). In the original study, it was found that women’s 

proficiency levels in Russian were lower, on average, than those of the men in the study. The 

authors of the study speculated that the men in the research project could have been especially 

talented language learners. However, Polanyi argued that the discrepancy in the scores was most 

likely due to unique social difficulties faced by women while in Russia. Considering the 

evidence that access to social networks abroad can be limited in the cases of some students, 

including issues of romantic overtures, it can be assumed that the students in the current study 

may have faced similar challenges. When new support systems are not in place in the host 

country, some students may choose to communicate online more with people back home or with 

other L1 speakers in the host country. 

In their comments about online communication with home, students in the present study alluded 

to homesickness, tension, and self- and other- imposed contact rules. Homesickness has been 

described as a type of grief related to physical separation from support systems and/or places, 

which can persist even after years of living abroad (Watt & Badger, 2009). The authors suggest 

that foreign students tend to call home as a result of being homesick, but that this action does not 

help reduce homesickness. According to the Substitution Hypothesis (Baumeister & Leary, 1995, 
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as cited in Watt & Badger, 2009), as long as social bonds are replaced in a new setting, the 

individual feelings of homesickness will be reduced. As in the present study, Watt and Badger 

found great variation in the amount of contact with home among the students. In another study, 

Flett, Endler, and Besser (2009) suggest that homesickness is related to a lack of perceived 

control over one’s environment. Regardless of the causes of participants’ homesickness, some 

exchange students choose to significantly reduce the amount of contact they had with home in an 

effort to reduce feelings of homesickness and adjust to life in Germany. Based on students’ 

responses, I would argue that this decision—whether influenced by the host family, the exchange 

organization, personal preferences, or a combination thereof, is not only a move to mitigate 

homesickness, but an attempt to give oneself the opportunity to grow into a new identity that is 

associated with target language use. It is an act of exiting—if only temporarily—one in-group in 

favor of another, in order to be more positively perceived by those in one’s immediate physical 

environment. However, this exiting does not represent a complete abandonment of the 

community associated with people at home. There was a conscious effort on the part of a few 

students to have only sporadic and superficial contact with friends and family at home. Lindsey’s 

comments, for example, revealed the tension she experienced with her host family due to 

excessive amounts of time spent communicating with people at home. As a result of this tension, 

Lindsey chose to not only drastically limit her contact with home, but to also limit the type of 

contact to superficial comments as a way of distancing herself from her previous support system. 

In addition to these moves, Lindsey insisted that all communication, even with other native 

English speakers, should be in German, suggesting that acculturation and language use may have 

been closely related for this particular student.  
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In a similar fashion, I would argue that Diane’s comments related to L2 phonological transfer 

also reveal the connection between language and identity. The negative feedback she reports 

having received from her mother while speaking on the phone indicates a site of struggle not 

only between two distinct phonological systems, but also between two competing in-groups of 

which she is a part. Evidence for this claim is found in the juxtaposition of the themes of 

phonology and identity within the same utterance. Her comments on phonological transfer were 

followed by identity-related remarks about German and American behavior, which would 

indicate that her observations about her own language use are tied with her dual identities as 

German and American. Additionally, her comparison of German and American culture, would 

point to the Defense Reversal stage on the DMIS (Hammer, Bennett, & Wiseman, 2003), as she 

indirectly asserts that Americans behave less maturely than Germans. According to Social 

Identity Theory, people tend to attribute negative character traits to the out-group and positive 

attributes to the in-group. By stating that Germans behave more maturely than Americans and 

claiming that she has matured during the course of her exchange year, Diane is both asserting her 

identification as German and demonstrating how her new in-group compares favorably to her 

American in-group. 

Similarly, Sarah also reports having severely limited contact with friends and family in the U.S. 

and reported a preference for “snail mail,” a surprising comment considering her age. As a 

digital native, she was clearly accustomed to regularly using the internet at home, but chose, 

nonetheless, a less modern means of communication as a way of limiting her contact with her 

support system in the U.S. 
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Participants also reported discomfort at using Facebook to stay in touch with people back home. 

Their reasons ranged from fear that they had been moved to the periphery of their American in–

groups to lack of identification with their at home in-group. Particularly interesting here are 

David’s comments in which he explicitly states having developed an additional identity while in 

Germany, which made it difficult to communicate with his American friends online. He reports 

having more superficial contact with his American friends, while revealing his “true” self to his 

German friends. He is unsure as to whether the differences in the types of contact he has are 

related more to his physical location rather than the nationality of his friends. However, since he 

has equal opportunity to communicate with American and German friends online, it would seem 

that the two different ways of relating to his friends have more to do with identity reconstruction 

than his physical environment. 

Related to language proficiency level, a second online activity system relates to students’ 

metacognitive awareness of their own language learning through participation in online 

communication. Allison was able to track her progress with learning German by reading her 

previous Facebook messages and postings. This type of micro-blogging can be a valuable tool 

for language learners to reflect on their L2 use and identity reconstruction. As Richardson and 

Hessey (2009) argue, “Facebook acts as an archive of social relationships and provides a means 

of recording ongoing social interactions” (p. 36). Language use on Facebook can serve as a 

springboard for reflection on linguistic growth and changes in identity. Allison’s use of 

Facebook to reflect on her language accuracy ties in well with a discussion of a relatively new 

model for language learning developed by Thorne and Reinhardt (2008). In their discussion of 

bridging activities, which is aimed at Advanced students, Thorne and Reinhardt point out the 
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value of using students’ self-selected texts, including texts that students have composed online, 

as a means of bridging the gap between classroom communication and the “wider world of 

mediated language use” (p. 562). Without guidance from a language instructor, Allison was 

already participating in a form of bridging activities, indicating that the analysis of one’s own 

online communication can be a valuable language learning tool for study abroad students. 

Clearly, English and German were not the only languages students were using online; for some 

exchange students, using Spanish was also a way of expressing a global identity and an 

opportunity to practice language skills that had been acquired in classroom settings in the U.S. 

Thus, for several participants, acquiring German was not the only language-related goal of study 

abroad. 

Finally, a third activity system evident in students’ responses is communicating with people they 

have met while in Germany. This group of acquaintances would represent locals and other 

exchange students in Germany. For Jaymee, communicating with locals was a form of task-

based learning, as social plans depended on her ability to use German with friends and soccer 

teammates. Some students also viewed their online communication as a way to receive feedback 

from German peers on their use of German, and even when Germans used English with these 

students, some exchange students insisted on replying in German. 

Thus, there seems to be a relationship in this group of participants between language proficiency 

level and the type and amount of online contact they have with L1 and L2 speakers. Based on 

students’ comments regarding severing contact with their families at home and the consequences 

of this behavior, I am not entirely convinced that this is a healthy strategy for some students for 

integrating into the host community. Mikal and Grace (2011) are also in favor of students 
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maintaining online contact with their friends and family at home as a way of reducing the stress 

involved with adapting to a foreign culture. They argue: “By providing a sense of continuity 

during what was once a tumultuous transition into a foreign culture, the Internet has the potential 

to permit students to transition more smoothly” (p. 300).  

Limitations 

Due to the small sample size of this study, no generalizations can be made about exchange 

students’ reported use of social networking sites. However, due to the nature of study abroad as a 

highly personal experience, it may not be possible to make such generalizations. As Diao (2011) 

has summarized, the study abroad context seems to yield the most variable results in terms of 

linguistic gain when compared to at home groups of language learners (DeKeyser, 1986 as cited 

in Diao 2011). Additionally, the data collected regarding students’ use of the internet and social 

networking sites while overseas represents only their reported use. Facebook messages and 

postings were not collected as part of this research. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

As in classroom-based studies of L2 students’ language use on social networking sites and multi-

player games, the actual texts produced by students while they are abroad should be analyzed 

using questions such as: How are students’ texts reconstructing their identities, and how are their 

emerging identities influencing their texts? How does students’ technology use reflect a global 

identity? Another question that should be addressed is: What are the linguistic and psychological 

advantages and disadvantages of a) severing contact with family and friends in the home 

country, and b) maintaining regular contact with people in the home country? Also, to what 

extent does online communication with other exchange students help or hinder the adjustment 
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process? It has been noted in the study abroad literature that students may need breaks at times 

from the psychological strain of living in the L2 (Hassall, 2006; Stewart, 2010). Researchers 

should examine the role that participation in online communities while abroad plays in affording 

exchange students moments of distance from the host culture and language. The texts created 

between exchange students might provide evidence of hybrid language use within this ex-patriot 

community. 

Another area worth investigating is the effect of language proficiency testing during study 

abroad on students’ motivation to improve their language skills in their online interactions. 

During this study, participants were able to view their WebCAPE and unofficial OPI scores along 

with a feedback form based on the OPI interview. Investigating potential washback effects of 

such tests when administered as pre- and post-measures may indicate the value of using 

assessments as a motivational tool for exchange students. Some students were able to take 

additional exams, including the TestDaf and the Goethe B1 exam as part of their exchange 

program. It may be advantageous for exchange organizations to examine how this program-

directed testing affects students’ motivation to acquire German. Since the inclusion of the 

TestDaf and the Goethe B1 exam, have there been increases in students’ proficiency levels 

during their exchange?  

Lastly, in the past, researchers have called for more attention to be paid to the host family’s 

perspective in study abroad research. However, another population that is heavily invested in the 

study abroad experience at the high school level is the exchange students’ parents, who are often 

very engaged in the preparation and re-entry phases of study abroad. What are the parents’ 

perspectives on the exchange experience before their children travel abroad, during the 
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exchange, and when students re-enter their home environments? What are the reactions of 

parents when their child stops calling and writing so that they can achieve a “total immersion” 

experience both on a linguistic and psychological level? How do they perceive the identity and 

behavioral changes in their children while they are still abroad and upon their return?  

Pedagogical Implications 

Throughout this study, I had opportunities to speak with the parents of the participants as part of 

the consent process. One concern that was raised was how their children could make use of 

technology post-study abroad in order to maintain and improve their German language skills. For 

many participants who would return to their respective high schools following their exchange 

year, there were no suitable German courses in which they could participate, and for others, 

German courses were not even available at their high schools. For some students, it would be a 

couple of years before they could enroll in advanced German courses at a university. While 

opportunities for private tutoring and enrollment in language classes may present viable 

alternatives, these are typically expensive options. As Thorne, Black, and Sykes (2009) have 

noted, the opportunity to take online language courses can be a way of increasing the number of 

hours that students are exposed to the target language. As many returned exchange students are 

highly motivated to maintain and improve their language skills, there is a market for affordable 

online language courses at the advanced level targeted at returned exchange students to help 

bridge the language instruction gap between high school and college.  

It would also appear that students may benefit from engaging in action research, using their own 

micro-blogs on Facebook as a means of tracking their language development. Not only can it be 

motivating for students to see the progress they have made with respect to language learning 
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over the course of a semester or a year overseas, but this kind of personal research can encourage 

students to engage in dialogue with people in the target community. 

It has been shown in the research that Facebook users typically use this site as a way of 

maintaining contact with friends and acquaintances and not as a means of meeting new people 

(Richardson & Hessey, 2009). However, exchange organizations could use Facebook as a means 

of introducing incoming exchange students to members of their host family so that contact can 

begin prior to arrival. It may also be helpful to identify a few students at the local Gymnasium 

who can help integrate the exchange student into the new school environment. This can be 

particularly helpful in cases where exchange students attend the same school as host siblings. 

Although host siblings can be a source of support during the initial few weeks of the program, 

several study participants commented on the importance of developing their own social networks 

apart from the host sibling. This could be established at the start of the program if students have 

already connected online with other students at the high school they will be attending before the 

first day of school.  

Conclusion 

This study investigated the effects of participation in online communication on identity 

reconstruction. Specifically, students’ participation in multiple online activity systems was 

analyzed through the lenses of Activity Theory and Social Identity Theory. Students’ reported 

participation in online communities reveals the tensions involved with managing multiple 

identities within a virtual global environment. Patterns of language use, frequency, and depth of 

contact depended upon students’ affiliations with multiple in-groups. Although some students 

reported high usage of the internet to maintain contact with people in the U.S., others resisted 



78 

 

this form of modern communication, indicating that for some digital natives, the “electronic 

umbilical cord of the internet,” as referenced by Kinginger (2009), may have been temporarily 

severed in an attempt to grow into a new identity on a global stage. 
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Appendix A: Background Questionnaire 

 

1. How old are you in years and months? Example: 17 yrs. 4 mos. 

2. What is your gender? 

3. If you had spent the semester/year in the U.S., what grade would you have been in? 

4. Which language(s) was/were commonly spoken in the home when you were a child? 

5. Why did you decide to participate in a YFU exchange program in Germany? 

6. Prior to your YFU exchange, did you take German courses in school? 

7. If you did take German courses prior to your exchange, how many years of German 

instruction did you receive, and how many hours per week did you have German? 

8. Prior to your YFU exchange, did you spend time in a German-speaking country? If so, 

when and for how long? 

9. Prior to your exchange, did you study any foreign languages besides German? If so, for 

how many years did you study this language, and how many hours of instruction did you 

receive per week? 

10. Circle which YFU exchange program you participated in: semester/year 

11. In which city/town/village and Bundesland did you live in Germany during your 

exchange? 

12. During your exchange program, were you outside of Germany for longer than three 

weeks, i.e. did you leave the program early, travel back to the U.S. for longer than three 

weeks? 

13. During your exchange, did you take any “German as a Foreign Language” classes? This 

would NOT include German classes you took at your Gymnasium as part of the normal 

curriculum. For how many months and hours per week did you take these courses? 

14. List all classes you took at your Gymnasium in Germany and indicate the grade levels 

these classes were at. Example: math, 11
th

; English, 13
th

; German, 11
th

; P.E. 11
th

; Latin, 

9
th

 

15. Describe your host family by listing host family members along with their ages or 

approximate ages. Only include individuals who lived in the same household as you. 

Example: host mother, 40; host father, 43; host brother, 10; host sister, 15. 
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16. During your exchange, did you participate in any extra-curricular activities (music 

groups, clubs, sports, community service)? Please describe the nature of these activities 

by indicating which activities and the amount of time you were engaged in them. 

17. Describe your language use by indicating with whom you spoke German, English, or 

another language and how much you used these languages with particular people/groups 

of people. Circle “N/A” if the choice does not apply to your living situation: 

 English German Other 

Language:__________________ 

Host Mother: 

(N/A) 

 

 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never  

Host Father: 

(N/A) 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Host Siblings: 

(N/A) 

 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Host Grandparent(s): 

(N/A) 

 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Classmates/Friends: Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Teachers/Coaches: 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

People in the 

Community: 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 
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Seldom 

Never 

Seldom 

Never 

Seldom 

Never 

Other:____________ Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 
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Appendix B: Interview Guides 

Interview Guides (adapted from Spenader, 2011) 

Questions about the Host Family 

1. Tell me about your German host family. 

2. What sorts of activities do you do together? 

3. Do you enjoy spending time with your host family? 

4. What members of your host family do you feel closest to? Why? 

5. Does your host family help you learn German? What does your host family do to help 

you learn German? 

6. What things does your host family do that you find somewhat strange? 

7. Can you tell me about a situation in which you had to adapt to a new behavior to fit in 

with your host family? 

8. Do you think your family is a “typical” German family? Why or why not? 

9. How much of what is going on around you at home do you understand? 

10. Do you feel like a member of your host family? In what way? 

Questions about School 

1. Tell me about your Gymnasium. 

2. Tell me about your classes. 

3. Tell me about your first day of school. 

4. Do you enjoy attending classes. Why or why not? 
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5. Have you been successful at making friends at school? Tell me about the process of 

making friends at school? 

6. Do you tend to speak English or German (or another language) with your friends? Why? 

7. Are you getting good grades in your courses? Why or why not? 

8. What classes do you enjoy most? Why? 

9. What classes do you not enjoy? Why? 

10. How much have the teachers and other school employees helped you adjust to your new 

school? 

11. How much have your classmates helped you adjust to your new school? 

12. Are you involved in extracurricular activities? Tell me about that. 

13. Can you tell me about a situation at school in which you had a cultural 

misunderstanding? 

14. Can you tell me about a situation in which you had to adapt to a new behavior to fit in 

with your classmates? 

15. What would you say are the biggest differences between a German Gymnasium and an 

American high school? 

16. How much of what is going on around you in school do you understand? 

17. Do you feel like a member of your class? Why or why not? 

General Questions 

1. All in all, how do you feel your semester or year is going in Germany? 

2. How “German” do you feel at this point? 

3. Do you feel a particular connection to the region in Germany in which you live? Please 

describe this. 

4. How “American” do you feel at this point? 

5. Do you feel a particular connection to the region in the U.S. where you are from? 

Appendix C: Reflection Questions 

 

E-Mail Questionnaire (adapted from Spenader, 2011) 

 

1. In general, how do you feel your semester or year in Germany is going? 

2. What are your biggest challenges living with your host family right now? 

3. What is the biggest challenge you face with German friends? 

4. What are the biggest challenges you face at school right now? 

5. At this point in the year, how many hours a day are you spending speaking German? 

6. Where are you learning the most German? What is it about these contexts that helps you 

learn? 

7. In what contexts are you using English (or other languages)? 



90 

 

8. How many hours per week do you spend communicating with friends and family from 

home online (Facebook, Skype, etc.)? 

9. How many hours per week do you spend communicating with people you’ve met in 

Germany online (Facebook, Skype, etc.)? 

10. When communicating online with people you’ve met in Germany, which language(s) do 

you use? 

11. Have you learned anything new about what it means to be German? 

12. How “German” do you feel at this point? Why? 

13. How closely tied to your region in Germany do you feel at this point? Why? 

14. How “American” do you feel at this point? Why? 

15. How closely tied to your region in the U.S. do you feel at this point? Why? 

 

Appendix D: Acculturation Index 

Acculturation Index (adapted from Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999 as cited in Spenander, 2011) 

(The following directions have been adapted from Spenander, 2011.) 

 

This index is concerned with how you see yourself in relation to other Americans and Germans. 

You are asked to consider two questions about your current lifestyle. Are your experiences and 

behaviors similar to Americans? Are your experiences and behaviors similar to Germans? Use 

the following scale to indicate how similar your various experiences of daily life are compared to 

Americans and Germans. 

 

Not at all similar 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very similar 

 

Enter your response (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, or 7 in each box.) 

 

 Americans Germans 

1. Clothing   

2. Pace of Life   

3. General Knowledge   

4. Food 

preferences/eating 

habits 

  

5. Religious beliefs   

6. Standard of living   
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7. Recreational activities   

8. Self-identity   

9. Family life   

10. Values   

11. Friendships   

12. Communication styles   

13. Cultural activities   

14. Language   

15. Perceptions of 

Americans 

  

16. Perceptions of 

Germans 

  

17. Political ideology   

18. Worldview   

19. Social customs   

20. School activities   

 

Appendix E: Friendship Network Grid (adapted from Hendrickson & Rosen, 2009) 

 

Please think hard about all the individuals who you consider to be your friend in Germany. On a 

separate page, you will be asked to identify two things about each friend. First, you will indicate 

where they are from: 

1=an individual from the USA 

2=an individual from a country besides Germany, not American 

3=an individual local to Germany or has lived in Germany for a long time and considers 

themselves local 

Second, indicate the strength of this friendship by choosing the appropriate number on a scale 

from 1 to 10, basing your analysis on the following reference points. Please use anything that 

may help you remember friends; cell phone, address book, Facebook page, etc. 

10. You could count on this person for anything at any time. Activities are more enjoyable when 

spent with this person. You share intimate information with this person. You accept and 

appreciate this person for who they are. This person understands you and you have a great deal 

of respect for them. You are comfortable being together through interactions in multiple social 

contexts. There is a sense of mutuality in the relationship, with each partner’s needs known and 

supported. You will for sure remain in contact with them after your stay in Germany. 
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9. 

8. 

7. 

6.  

5. If you pass each other at school or in the neighborhood, you would stop and say “hello.”  ou 

may or may not have their phone number/other contact information. You would consider having 

them over if you were having a big party. They know very little about you interpersonally but 

you definitely have a friendly relationship with them. You enjoy having a conversation with 

them. They are more than a mere acquaintance from class or other activity. It is possible that you 

will remain in contact with them after your program in Germany. 

4. 

3. 

2. 

1. Individuals you know from class, housing, or other mutual groups. If you needed basic 

information about class assignments or other issues, you could go to them. Unless the 

relationship changes in some major way, you will not be in contact with them after you leave. 

Based on these definitions, list the names of friends, marking the number indicating where they 

are from and rank them on the scale. Then, delete names of friends to ensure anonymity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



93 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX B: AMERICAN EXCHANGE STUDENTS AT GERMAN SECONDARY 

SCHOOLS 

 

 

Ashli Lovitt 

University of Arizona 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 



94 

 

When students attend school abroad, they enter into new academic Communities of Practice 

(CoPs), which are marked by common goals, group identities, background knowledge, and 

interactive norms (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; 2000). Through a process of legitimate 

peripheral participation (LPP), a central component of Lave and Wenger’s CoP model, it is 

possible for exchange students to become apprenticed into new learning environments, or denied 

equal access to said environments. Research on bilingual education has shown that when 

instructors hold high expectations of second language learners, which includes providing an 

intellectually stimulating curriculum, students’ achievement increases (Hammond, 2008). 

Additionally, allowing students to participate in collaborative, scaffolded tasks within the Zone 

of Proximal Development (ZPD) can give students opportunities to learn from more experienced 

others as they navigate new semiotic systems abroad (Vygotsky, 1978). Most of the research to 

date on the classroom experiences of students on study abroad programs has come from a body 

of literature investigating university classrooms overseas, where language courses are often the 

focus (e.g. Bacon, 2002; Brecht, Davidson & Ginsberg, 1995; Kinginger, 2004; Pellegrino 

Aveni, 2005). Little research exists on the overall classroom experiences, which would include 

non language-related coursework in the study abroad context at the university and high school 

levels. The few studies that have focused on high school study abroad (e.g. Churchill, 2006; 

Warden, Lapkin, Swain & Hart, 1995; Marriott, 1995; Spenader, 2005, 2011), typically have 

American high schools as the overseas educational context. In contrast to previous work on high 

school study abroad, the present study attempts to illustrate the classroom experiences of 8 

American high school students at college-preparatory high schools in Germany. 

American Exchange Students at German Secondary Schools 
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Introduction 

When high school students study abroad in Germany through major exchange organizations, 

there is ambiguity concerning what is expected of them academically. Students are required to 

enroll full time in Gymnasien (secondary schools intended for university-bound students), yet 

there are no guidelines concerning how or if they will be graded, in which classes and at which 

grade levels they should enroll, or how they can best be integrated into a new school system. 

Enrollment at a Gymnasium demands competency not only in navigating the norms, values, and 

practices associated with a foreign school system, but also in German academic language. Most 

high school students in this study had never taken German, and those who had, had not reached 

advanced competency in the language, which is requisite for full participation as a student in this 

context. Considering that it can take five to seven years to acquire the academic register 

necessary to perform well in school (Black, 2006), what can an American student expect to 

achieve in a semester or year at a Gymnasium? This question is not meant to downplay the value 

of the study abroad experience for those without prior knowledge of the target language; rather, 

the aim is discover ways of encouraging participation and achievement in the school setting for 

all exchange students, regardless of foreign language competency. With this in mind, the overall 

purpose of this study is to identify problematic areas in the overseas school context, so that 

exchange students can be better prepared for the academic challenges associated with studying at 

a foreign school, and to help inform those in the host community of the ways in which exchange 

students may be academically supported. 
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Literature Review 

Previous Research on High School Study Abroad: The Foreign Classroom Context 

Academic support is not a given in the study abroad context, as clearly defined roles may have 

not been determined for preparing students for the academic aspect of their time abroad. The role 

of preparation on the part of host schools is a major focus of Churchill’s (2006) study of the 

classroom experiences of Japanese high school exchange students on three-week programs in the 

U.S. While some students were immediately welcomed by teachers and peer mentors, others 

were ignored. One possible reason why some students were not included in classroom activities, 

according to Churchill (2006), is that some of the teachers were not even aware that the students 

would be arriving in their classes. Other teachers, who were prepared to welcome the exchange 

students into their classrooms, gave students opportunities to share their strategies for solving 

problems—positioning the students as valued contributors to the lessons. The researcher found 

that students who were not integrated into the class eventually lost interest, and some stopped 

going to class altogether. In other instances, exchange students were called to the board to solve 

problems and given roles as experts at particular tasks. In the conclusion, the author argues that, 

“At the program level, we have already observed how student integration into the host school can 

be both positively and negatively shaped by pre-program planning” (p. 220). 

In a study of Australian high school students in Japan, Marriot (1995) found that students did not 

receive adequate corrective feedback outside the classroom. According to the interviews of study 

abroad students in Japan, Marriot (1995) came to the following conclusion regarding students’ 

lack of acquisition of certain pragmatic behaviors in Japanese: 
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Through the English interviews it was discovered that the students could rarely, if 

ever, remember having received negative feedback about their stylistic choice, 

and several learners revealed their belief that without specific correction they 

assumed that their language behavior was acceptable. (p. 218) 

DeKeyser’s (2010) findings are similar to Marriot’s regarding the topic of corrective feedback. 

In DeKeyser’s (2010) study, students reported receiving inadequate error correction in their 

interactions with native speakers, indicating that the classroom is an indispensable forum for 

feedback on production in the target language. In addition to feedback based on linguistic 

performance, students may need explicit instruction related to L2 pragmatics. As evidence of 

this, Shively (2010) found that students were not receiving negative feedback outside the 

classroom in response to their pragmatic performance. Regarding the findings of this study, 

Shively (2010) stated that, “Students described receiving feedback about pragmatics from their 

host families only when they specifically asked for it” (p. 114). Iino (2006) reported that 

students’ language production was not corrected because their errors were seen as “cute.” 

Finally, Warden, Lapkin, Hart, and Swain (1995) investigated English-speaking Canadian youth 

for three months in Quebec and concluded that students with the lowest pre-program test scores 

made the most language gains. This result may have been due to ceiling effects (Freed, 1995), 

where the testing instruments may not have been sensitive enough to capture gains at advanced 

levels. 

Comparing American and German School Systems 

The most significant difference between the American and German school systems is the degree 

of academic tracking. In Germany, at the end of the fourth grade, students continue their 
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schooling in one of four types of schools based on their academic performance and input from 

teachers and parents. The Gymnasium goes through grade twelve or thirteen depending on the 

Bundesland (German state) and provides a college-preparatory curriculum. Approximately 30% 

of German students attend this type of school (LeTendre, Hofer, & Shimizu, 2003), and roughly 

80% of those who pass the Abitur (exit examination) go on to a university (Schnabel, Alfeld, 

Eccles, Köller, & Baumert, 2002). Students enter the Gymnasium at age ten or eleven and remain 

with the same cohort of students in one class until the tenth grade. In grades eleven through 

thirteen, students have individual course schedules and select two to three subjects to pursue at 

an advanced level (Leistungskurse) until graduation. All of the exchange students in the present 

study attended Gymnasien, which is standard practice among major exchange organizations 

operating in Germany.  

While the Gymnasium is the academic track, the Hauptschule represents the vocational track and 

goes through Grade 9. The middle-track school is the Realschule, which houses grades 5 through 

10 and allows students the option to transfer to a professional or regular Gymnasium, or pursue 

vocational training. Though not popular in Germany, the Gesamtschule, can be likened to an 

American high school in that it offers opportunities for students to pursue different tracks while 

housed in the same facility. In a study of educational tracking as it is practiced in U.S., Germany, 

and Japan, it was noted that only 9% of German students enroll in Gesamtschulen (LeTendre et. 

al, 2003).  

Whereas formal (and early) tracking is the norm in Germany, informal tracking is prevalent in 

American schools. For example, when students are divided into reading or math groups, a 

common practice through the middle grades, they are essentially tracked without changing 
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schools, and parents are often unaware of these informal tracking practices. (LeTendre et. al, 

2003). At the high school level, formal tracking is evident in the case of Advanced Placement 

courses, International Baccalaureate programs, Honors courses, etc. The availability of such 

courses largely depends on the socio-economic status (SES) of the school’s population and 

whether the school is public or private. For the purposes of this study, students’ academic 

preparation in the U.S. is expected to impact achievement in the host school. However, the data 

available from the participants is limited in terms of which schools were attended and whether or 

not the students took advanced courses at their home institutions. 

Because two of the participants in the study participated in internships, it is worth briefly 

mentioning how Germany’s vocational programs are organized and how aspects of these 

programs have been adopted in other countries. Germany’s renowned vocational training 

programs have been replicated in India, Peru, and Brazil (Kraemer, 1993). Due to the 

effectiveness of these programs, youth are better prepared to competently enter the workforce. 

Schmidt (1998) highlights the value of such programs when he states: “Unemployment rates of 

young people in Germany are among the lowest in Europe. Dual vocational training programs 

have provided a smooth transition from general school into the workforce.” In such programs, 

students receive both theoretical and practical training. According to Kraemer (1993), “roughly 

40% of the syllabus includes general education in the arts and sciences, mathematics, social 

studies, and economics” (p. 246). Even students who do not attend a vocational school are 

encouraged to participate in internships during their last years of school, which was the case for 

two students in the current study. 
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Teacher Expectations and Student Achievement 

As in the United States, students of lower (SES) in Germany tend to receive education that is of 

lower quality than students with a high SES. Schnabel et al. (2002) found that SES and parents’ 

level of education affected students’ achievement in both Germany and the United States. 

Research in Great Britain, Japan, and Israel has also indicated that lower-track schools provide 

lower-quality education (LeTendre et al., 2003). According to Gibbons (2008), students in lower 

track schools are often the victims of low academic expectations: 

Studies of streaming and tracking (Gamoran, Nystrand, Berends, & LePore 1995; Mehan, 

1992; Oakes, 1986) show that one of the main reasons why some students do not achieve 

high academic performance is that schools do not require them to perform work of high 

intellectual quality…Conversely, high expectations by teachers correlate with higher 

achievements by students (Brophy & Good, 1986; Carrasquillo & London, 1993; 

Darling-Hammond & Schon, 1996).” (p. 156) 

Students need to be presented with intellectually stimulating material, even when their language 

proficiency level is low. While this can present an additional challenge to teachers in terms of 

required expertise and lesson preparation, according to Hammond (2008), “teachers generally 

proposed supporting-up ESL students rather than modifying the curriculum” (p. 138). Research 

on English Language Learners (ELL) in American schools has indicated that, although students 

are able to learn Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills (BICS) after several months, it can 

take between five and seven years before the language necessary to perform well on academic 

tasks is acquired (Krashen, 1981, 1996 as cited in Black, 2006). This second speech register is 

referred to as Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). Wedin (2010) argues that 
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students need to be required to communicate abstractly about concepts and participate in 

extended reading and writing in order to acquire the academic register necessary for succeeding 

in school. When the cognitive demands of tasks are low, students are denied opportunities to 

learn the precise language needed to abstractly discuss instructional content. 

Theoretical Framework 

Communities of Practice 

The concept of Communities of Practice (CoP), coined by Lave and Wenger (1991), is the 

theoretical lens through which participants’ classroom experiences will be investigated. Within a 

CoP, members at all proficiency levels are able to participate, provided they receive guidance 

from more established members in a process of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP). Key 

aspects of a CoP are that members have a common ground, artifacts, and background knowledge, 

and that the community members work towards common goals. Thus, relationships that are 

formed within the community are important for group identity and the achievement of objectives 

(Hildreth & Kimble, 2004). Back (2011) explains how the established CoP can assist or hinder a 

newcomer’s acceptance within the group: “A community can choose to either empower a 

newcomer through increased legitimacy and more intensive participation or it can disempower 

them by preventing them from participating” (p. 1040). In the context of an overseas school, 

exchange students may be empowered as valued, contributing members of a new CoP. On the 

other hand, when students are not granted access to new CoPs, they are limited in what they are 

able to learn and contribute within the new academic environment. While there may be several 

advantages to being a member of a CoP, including access to valuable information and 

opportunities to acquire competence in various skill areas, CoPs also have their disadvantages. A 
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particular disadvantage for exchange students may be the tightknit nature of CoPs found within 

the school setting. In situations where German students may have been in the same cohort for 

several years, it may be especially difficult for exchange students to enter these communities. As 

Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) point out, “…when there are tight bonds between 

members, the result is not always positive. Tight bonds can become exclusive and present an 

insurmountable barrier to entry” (p. 144). Since exchange students are temporary members of 

classroom communities, gaining access to CoPs at school can be a challenging task, as group 

members may not be willing to invest in apprenticing newcomers who they know will leave after 

a semester or a year. 

A premise of Communities of Practice is that all learning occurs within a social context. To this 

effect, Lave and Wenger (1991) state that, “A learning curriculum is essentially situated. It is not 

something that can be considered in isolation, manipulated in arbitrary didactic terms, or 

analyzed apart from the social relations that shape legitimate peripheral participation” (p. 97). 

Thus, when investigating students’ performance in individual classes, it is important to consider 

the social dynamics of the classroom. 

Participation within a CoP requires that the newcomer make valuable contributions to the 

community. As Eckert and Wenger (2005) explain, it is not just the newcomer in a CoP who 

acquires knowledge through participation in the community. The community can also be 

transformed through contributions made by new members, which are based on the experiences 

these members bring with them to the CoP. However, if the newcomers are perceived as lacking 

valuable knowledge and skills, their status within the community remains on the periphery. 

Students need to be actively engaged in classroom activities in order to gain further access to the 
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learning community. Becoming a full member requires much more than imitating the behaviors 

of veteran members. According to Lave and Wenger (1991), “learning occurs through centripetal 

participation in the learning curriculum of the ambient community” (p. 100). Centripetal 

participation refers to the completion of tasks which increase in level of difficulty, importance, 

and risk, as students gradually acquire the status of core members. Finally, apprenticeship 

requires identification with the CoP. As Lave and Wenger (1991) state, “…learning and a sense 

of identity are inseparable. They are aspects of the same phenomenon.” It would follow that, 

according the CoP model, identification as a member of the German school community would be 

a prerequisite for classroom integration and academic success. 

It is important to recognize that the CoP model was not originally applied to language-learning 

contexts, but to areas of government, business, and education, to name a few (Wenger, n.d., p. 4 

as cited in Van Benthuysen, 2011). It has, however, been used in recent years as a theoretical 

framework for language-learning contexts. Researchers have investigated how elementary school 

L2 learners navigate new school environments (Toohey, 1998 as cited in Van Benthuysen, 2011; 

Dagenais, Day, & Toohey, 2006 as cited in Van Benthuysen, 2011.) Heneda (1997) also looked 

at the experiences of L2 Japanese learners through the lens of the CoP framework (as cited in 

Van Benthuysen, 2011). 

Method 

Research Questions 

In order to gain a clearer picture of what American exchange students are doing at school and 

how their experiences may inform teaching practices in bilingual settings, the following research 

questions have been posed: 1) To what extent are exchange students allowed or denied access to 
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new CoPs within German Gymnasien, and how might this access be related to language 

proficiency levels and acculturation? 2) What is expected of students academically while on 

exchange in Germany, and how might these expectations undergo change?  

Participants 

The participants in this study were eight American exchange students between the ages of 16 and 

18 selected from among a group of 14 students who were studying abroad in Germany for one 

semester or a full year during the academic year 2011-2012 through independent exchange 

organizations. While some participants had taken German prior to the exchange, others were 

being exposed to the language for the first time while in Germany. Participants lived individually 

with host families throughout Germany and attended Gymnasien, German secondary schools 

intended for those who will pursue universities studies. Some of the students were recipients of a 

government scholarship, which covered all necessary expenses associated with the exchange. 

The majority of the students arrived in Germany in July 2011, at which point they lived with 

temporary host families while attending all-day language and orientation courses designed to 

give them a working knowledge of German or build upon existing skills. Additionally, topics 

related to culture, history, and politics were discussed. After completing the course, students 

typically moved on to a permanent host family, unless problems arose requiring placement with 

a different host family.  

Data Collection 

All of the data collection occurred online between January 2012, after most students had been in 

Germany for approximately one semester, and July 2012 at the end of the exchange program. To 

begin the study, students completed a Background Questionnaire (See Appendix B). They were 
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then invited to participate in two semi-structured 45-minute interviews mid-way through their 

program and at the end of their stay in Germany. (For a list of interview questions, see Appendix 

C.) Students also completed an Acculturation Index (Appendix D) and Friendship Network Grid 

(Appendix E), once at the beginning of the study and again at the end of the study. During the 

month of April, students responded to a set of Reflection Questions (Appendix F) covering a 

variety of topics such as their general evaluation of their stay abroad, host family placement, 

school experiences, socialization patterns, and language use. All data collection measures 

contained questions related to their school experiences abroad, which is the focus of this article. 

Please refer to the table below for a summary of the data collection measures and when they  

were collected: 

 

Figure 1: Data Collection Timeline 

Data Analysis 

Data Collection Instrument Semester Students Year Students 

WebCape LanguageProficiency 

Test 

January/February 2012 

May/June 2012 

January/February 2012 

May/June 2012 

Acculturation Index/Friendship 

Network Grid 

 

March 2012 

May 2012 

January 2012 

May 2012 

 

E-Mail Questionnaires 

 

January 2012 

April 2012 

January 2012 

April 2012 

Oral Proficiency Interviews and 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

January 2012 

May/June 2012 

January 2012 

May/June 2012 
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The interviews were transcribed and coded for school-related information, such as which courses 

students enjoyed and which courses they did not enjoy, general academic performance, teacher 

intervention, and integration into the school environment. The interview data and responses to 

the Background Questionnaire and Reflection Questions were triangulated in order to gain a 

more complete picture of students’ experiences at German secondary schools. A list of classes in 

which students were enrolled was compiled, showing how many students were enrolled in each 

subject (see Appendix A). The researcher also noted instances where students were enrolled in 

courses either above or below their actual grade level, and each student was asked to indicate 

whether they were receiving grades in all, some, or none of their courses. Four pre-determined 

categories were then applied to the data in order to gain a broad overview of students’ academic 

life in Germany. The categories are as follows, Students with Previous German Instruction, 

Students without Previous German Instruction, Multilingual Students, and Students Attending 

School with a Host Sibling. Two participants were then selected to represent each category based 

on the illustrative nature of their cases. 

Results: Case Studies 

Students with Previous German Instruction 

Lindsey 

Background 

Lindsey is from the Midwestern United States, where there is a larger availability of German 

programs, especially at the high school and junior high levels, when compared to other regions in 

the U.S. Thus, by the end of her junior year of high school, she was able to complete four years 

of German and one year of Spanish before spending her Senior Year in Germany. She arrived in 
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Germany at the age of 17, and attended a one-month language and orientation course through her 

exchange program before enrolling at a local Gymnasium in the former East Germany. Her host 

family consisted of a host mother and host father, both in their 40’s, and four host siblings 

ranging in age from 10 to 21.  

While most participants mentioned a general desire to learn a foreign language and experience a 

new culture as reasons for studying abroad in Germany, Lindsey’s interest in study abroad was 

directly tied to German culture and the opportunity to improve her German language skills. On 

the background questionnaire, she explained that, “I wouldn’t have had a German course at high 

school (I tested out of first year German, and German 5 isn’t offered). Plus, the German culture 

is interesting, in my opinion.” Lindsey also reported three previous short-term trips to Germany, 

the first trip being four years prior for two weeks, the second trip, two years prior for one month, 

and the third trip took place during the same year her exchange year began for one week.  

Some of the challenges she mentioned included severe homesickness for the first six months, 

household chores, opening up to her host family, and accepting her host family as her family for 

a year. Other challenges were participating in conversations with peers/friends, meeting up with 

friends outside of organized activities, the age difference between her and her classmates, and 

staying motivated to participate in class and complete homework assignments. Outside of school, 

Lindsey was learning German through reading German newspapers, an activity in which she had 

previously not engaged. Lindsey’s engagement with local news reports is in contrast to 

Kinginger’s (2010) observations that American students rely on news sources from home while 

studying abroad. 

Language Use and Proficiency, Acculturation, and Social Networks 
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Her unofficial OPI score after one semester was Advanced Low, and her WebCAPE scores were 

820 after one semester and 721 after one year. (She was unavailable for an OPI interview at the 

end of one year.) Both WebCAPE scores placed her beyond Fourth Semester German at the 

university level. 

Classes. Her scores on the Acculturation Index (AI) after the first semester were the following: 

Assimilation (5), Integration (1), Separation (14), Marginalization (0). After one year, her scores 

on the AI were the following: Assimilation (1), Integration (5), Separation (14), Separation (0). 

Her Assimilation score of 5 would indicate that, on five of the items, Lindsey adopted a more 

German orientation. The Integration score of 1 shows that her American and German identities 

were, to a large extent, distinct from each other. Noteworthy is her high Separation score of 14, 

which demonstrates an American orientation on the majority of the index items. On the 

Friendship Network Grid, she listed one American friend among her contacts she had made 

while in Germany at the end of one semester and two American friends mid-way through the 

second semester. 

She was the only participant who communicated solely in German during spoken and written 

exchanges with the researcher. This was indicative of her overall reported patterns of language 

use.  

When asked to indicate how often she spoke in English and German with different groups of 

people (host family members, classmates, etc.), she remarked that she always spoke in German, 

with the exception of with classmates, where she reported “seldom” English usage. 

Classes 
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Though she would have been in the 12
th

 grade in the U.S., she was enrolled in a normal range of 

courses at the Gymnasium at the 10
th

 grade level. Her schedule consisted of the following 

courses: Physics, Religion, German, Politics, Computer Programming, History, Geography, 

Drama, Math, Biology, Chemistry, and Physical Education. Having courses above or below 

grade level was typical of the group. It is likely that the decision to be placed in the 10
th

 grade 

had to do with the fact that this is the highest grade level where students remain in the same 

cohort for all of their classes, unlike in grades eleven through thirteen. She reported being 

involved in several extracurricular activities, including band, church youth group, soccer, and 

choir.  

Perhaps the most unique aspect of Lindsey’s case is her vocational orientation within the context 

of a Gymnasium. Students in the 10
th

 grade were expected to complete a two-week internship, 

during which time they were excused from school. Despite the surprised and less-than-

encouraging reactions from her peers, Lindsey chose to complete an internship at a bakery, 

which was in line with her goal to become a baker. In the interview, she commented on her 

awareness that her internship was an uncommon placement. With respect to her classmates’ 

placements, she commented, “…they were most definitely not at a bakery. When I said that I 

would be going to a bakery, they all looked at me as if…you’ve got to be crazy (Lindsey, 

Interview 1, 12 March 2012).” [“…in der Bäckerei waren sie sicher nicht. Als ich gesagt habe, 

dass ich in einer Bäckerei gehe...gehen würde...dann sie alle gucken mich so an...du spinnst 

wohl” (Lindsey, Interview 1, 12 March 2012)]. When probed as to why her classmates may have 

responded this way, she expressed her knowledge of the tracked German school system: “We 

attend a Gymnasium, and in order to become a baker, you need to have at least graduated from a 
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Hauptschule” (Lindsey, Interview 1, 12 March 2012). [“Wir gehen aufs Gymnasium und um 

Bäcker zu warden, braucht man mindestins einen Hauptschulabschluss” (Lindsey, Interview 1, 

12 March 2012)]. Lindsey noted that her exchange organization allowed for many valuable 

opportunities for learning and travel, but that it was a limitation that she was required to attend a 

Gymnasium. She was considering returning to Germany at a later date to complete vocational 

training as a baker.  

Regarding her ability to comprehend course material, she stated that her difficulties had to do 

with limited language skills—not with the content itself. She listed Politics and Chemistry as her 

favorite classes. Commenting on her Politics class, she claimed that what she enjoyed the most 

was the emphasis on class discussion, which she said was lacking in high school classes in the 

U.S. She took advantage of opportunities for extended output in the target language, which is 

noted by McMeekin (2006) as vital to the language development process. She appreciated the 

grading system in Germany, which awards students oral participation grades. 

Her comments on Chemistry indicated that she found the material challenging, particularly at the 

beginning. She also mentioned that she found the class “fun” and the teacher was “nice.” One 

class she did not enjoy, however, was Religion, due to the emphasis on theory rather than belief: 

What I don’t like at all...somehow I don’t like Religion class at all. I’m Christian, but I 

don’t like how they go about teaching religion here. It’s as if it’s just a theory or 

something that we think, but not that we really believe in. [Was mir gar nicht gefällt, 

irgendwie ich mag…ehm…Religionunterricht gar nicht. Also, ja ich bin christlich…aber 

wie sie hier…Religion unterrichten, ich mag es nicht…es ist als ob es einfach ein Theorie 
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ist oder...etwas, was wir denken, aber das wir gar nicht daran...richtig daran glauben...] 

(Lindsey, Interview 1, 12 March 2012) 

Her comments about her English class reveal difficulty switching from German to English for 

this specific purpose: 

At times it’s even more difficult to speak in English. For example, in English class, man 

oh man, I sit there and...now we’re reading About a Boy by Nick Hornby and so then we 

have to discuss this, of course and then they always ask me, what do you think about 

that? And I always begin in German and then, no, wait a second, in English…and then I 

continue to say it in English. Or, then there are also a couple of people who still address 

me in English, although I always answer in German. [Manchmal ist es noch 

anstrengender, auf Englisch zu reden. Also, zum Beispiel in Englischunterricht hier in der 

Schule man oh man ich sitzte da und...jetzt wir lesen gerade About a Boy by Nick Hornby 

und so dann wir müssen darüber diskutieren natürlich und dann die fragen mich immer, 

ja was meinst du dazu? Und ich fange immer auf Deutsch und dann nee Moment auf 

Englisch und dann ich sage es weiter auf Englisch. Oder es gibt dann auch ein paar Leute, 

die mich immer noch auf Englisch ansprechen, obwohl ich immer auf Deutsch antworte.] 

(Lindsey, Interview 1, 12 March 2012) 

The preceding quote also indicates that this participant was insistent on speaking German, even 

when spoken to in English, and that she was often asked for her opinions during English class. 

Finally, like many of the participants, Lindsey noted difficulty integrating herself into her tenth 

grade class in Germany due to the fact that they had been together as a group since the fifth 

grade: 
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They know each other very well. They have been together since the fifth grade, and they 

also know a lot of other people that I don’t know at all. And then they talk about someone 

else and I sit there…should I know him? No, you don’t him. OK, then I can’t take part in 

this conversation. [...sie kennen einander sehr gut. Sie sind zusammen jetzt seit der fünfte 

Klasse und auch die kennen auch ganz viele andere Leute, die ich gar nicht kenne und 

dann die reden von jemandem anders und ich sitzte da...soll ich den kennen? Nein, den 

kennst du nicht. OK, dann darf ich an diesem Gespräch gar nicht teilnehmen.] (Lindsey, 

Interview 1, 12 March 2012) 

Her degree of perceived integration into her class varied according to her attitude on any given 

day. When probed about her homesickness, she responded that it may have had to do with having 

felt isolated from classmates. She attributed this isolation, however, to her own perceptions of 

belonging and degree of agency: 

Sometimes it was perhaps at school that I felt left out. There are many days in school 

where I talk a lot with the others and we are always with each other during the breaks. 

And then many days I sit there and think, oh man, do I want to get up now and go to the 

others, or would I rather sit here and wait? Class starts again in five minutes… 

[Manchmal vielleicht war es irgendwie in der Schule, dass ich mich ausgegrenzt gefühlt 

hatte...es ist manche Tage in der Schule, ich rede ganz viel mit den anderen und in der 

Pause, wir sind immer zusammen. Und dann manche Tage ich sitze da und ich denke oh 

man will ich jetzt aufstehen und zu den anderen gehen, oder würde ich einfach lieber hier 

sitzen bleiben und warten? In fünf Minuten geht der Unterricht wieder los...] (Lindsey, 

Interview 1, 12 March 2012) 
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Discussion 

It would seem in Lindsey’s case that advanced proficiency in German was not enough to gain 

full access to the multiple CoPs operating within her school and community. The difficulties she 

mentioned with participating in conversations with peers and arranging to meet friends outside of 

school are indicative not of inadequate language skills but of a lack of opportunity to be 

apprenticed into new Communities of Practice. Toohey (1996) emphasizes the fact that language 

skills are not the only prerequisite for entering a new speech community. As she found in her 

case studies of two kindergarteners who were learning English as a Second Language, language 

proficiency was not the deciding factor when it came to being allowed or denied access to new 

CoPs. She states in her conclusion that, “The extent to which any participant can speak any 

particular language is involved in their identities, practices and access to resources but, in at least 

some communities, it doesn’t seem the most important factor.” Her vocational orientation within 

the context of a Gymnasium may have added to the difficulty with entering a CoP that largely 

defines itself as academic and not vocational in nature. Lindsey had a high Separation score on 

the AI, indicating that she retained many of her American orientations throughout her exchange 

year at the expense of taking on new perspectives associated with the target community. This 

may have impacted her ability to participate more fully in CoPs among her peer group—both 

inside and outside the classroom. 

It is important to note that there are many CoPs operating within the school context. It would 

seem that Lindsey had difficulty participating in CoPs that did not include the teacher, possibly 

due to the fact that she was a few years older than most of her classmates and because her 

classmates had been together since Grade 5. However, she was able to be positioned as an expert 
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in her English class, a CoP which included teacher facilitation. As a native speaker of English, 

she was granted the status of legitimate speaker within this CoP. She seemed to have been 

granted access to the CoP in her Politics class—access which was undoubtedly linked to her 

language skills and curiosity and interest/background knowledge related to current events. She 

also seems to have gained access to the classroom community in her Chemistry class. Her 

comments about this reveal the deciding role that teacher intervention can play in helping a 

newcomer become part of a community. Haneda (1997) also highlights this issue in her 

discussion of adult Japanese learners, where she calls for more research on how the roles of 

teachers and more capable others may be included within the CoP framework. 

Lindsey’s motivation to initiate interactions with her peers also varied. Stewart (2010) comments 

on the importance of agency when abroad in order to gain access to L2 input. However, agency 

is not all that is required to enter into a new CoP; newcomers must also be allowed into the 

community by long time members. As Toohey (1996) argues, “Their own motivation to engage 

in this is no doubt part, but clearly not all of what determines whether or not they gain access.”  

Lindsey’s comments also reveal difficulty with asserting the use of German in conversations, a 

phenomenon faced by many students in the group. Switching between English and German was 

also reported as problematic—an issue which may warrant further investigation by SLA 

researchers. 

David 

Background 

Like Lindsey, sixteen-year-old David, a high school Junior, viewed his exchange year as an 

opportunity to develop professional skills. As an aspiring German teacher, he had taken two 
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years of high school German in the Southeastern United States and wrote that he wanted to study 

abroad in Germany in order to learn the language, experience a culture outside the U.S., and 

challenge himself. Also similar to Lindsey, he was placed with a family in the former German 

Democratic Republic, where he shared a home with a host mother and father, both in their 

forties, and a fifteen-year-old host brother. During his exchange year, David reported on some 

family tensions. Regarding his host brother, he wrote, “…although we've grown very close and I 

enjoy his company, it's often clear that his failure to, essentially, do anything (school work, 

chores, showing any development of responsibility in general, etc.) that is required of him is the 

obvious source of lots of family struggle. Other than that, I'm very satisfied with my placement!” 

(David, Background Questionnaire). (It may be worth noting that both Skype interviews with 

David were interrupted by his host brother.) 

Language Use and Proficiency, Acculturation, and Social Networks 

Like Lindsey, David’s WebCAPE scores dropped between the semester and year mark. His 

scores were 848 after one semester and 812 after one year, placing him well beyond fourth 

semester university-level German. His unofficial OPI scores were Advanced Low at the semester 

mark and Advanced Mid at the end of the exchange year. He reported having only used German 

during his exchange year, except for during English class and when communicating with his 

family in the U.S. His results on the AI after one semester were: Assimilation (15), Integration 

(0), Separation (5), and Marginalization (0). After one year, his Assimilation score had changed 

to 16 and his Separation score to 4. In his list of friends, he noted three Americans after one 

semester and four Americans after one year.  

Classes 
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Unlike Lindsey, David took all of his courses with same-aged peers. While all of his classes at 

the Gymnasium were in the eleventh grade, he listed a fewer number of courses than what a 

typical eleventh-grader in Germany would take. He further explained his course schedule during 

Interview 1, when he stated that he did not need all of the subjects that were offered at this level: 

“I only have eight subjects…so no History, no Politics because I don’t need them all and because 

the principal is pretty cool” (David, Interview 1, 25 February 2012). [“Ich habe nur acht Fächer, 

also keine Geschichte, kein Politik, weil ich die alle nicht brauche und weil mein Studiendirektor 

ganz cool ist”] (David, Interview 1, 25 February 2012). His decision to not take Politics may 

have been influenced by a general lack of interest in the topic. This becomes apparent later in the 

interview, when he was asked about political conversations he has had in Germany. He stated: 

That’s actually happened three times and of course the topics are war...actually, the war 

and what we are doing in other countries. Personally, I just don’t know that much about 

it. I always stay out of it. I mean, that’s not that great, that I’m not totally informed, but I 

make it clear to people that I don’t want to talk about it and that I don’t have a strong 

opinion. Then, I say that I’m not the right person [for such discussions]. [.…eigentlich ist 

das dreimal passiert und natürlich sind die Themen der Krieg...also eigentlich der Krieg 

und was wir im Ausland machen. Persönlich weiß ich einfach nicht viel von...Ich bleibe 

immer daraus. Also, das ist nicht so ganz gut, dass ich nicht total informiert bin, aber ich 

mache das Leuten klar, dass ich nicht darüber sprechen will...und dass ich keine feste 

Meinung habe...Dann sage ich, dass ich eigentlich nicht die richtige Person bin.] (David, 

Interview 1, 25 February 2012) 
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Though Politics and History were not part of his school schedule, he participated in Math, 

German, English, Physics, Physical Education, Geography, Religion, and Music, for which he 

received grades. He also indicated having taken German as a Foreign Language classes. His 

extracurricular activities were Band, which was through the school, and Drama, which was 

outside of school. 

In response to the Reflection Questions, David explained how his orientation toward school 

shifted during his exchange year: “So far the greatest problem I have is with school; it's hardly 

gotten easier since the beginning, but in the past few months my mood has swung upwards 

considerably as I have begun to focus on other great things this year in Germany has to offer” 

(David, Reflection Questions). Expounding on this issue, he notes the specific challenges he 

faced at school, which had to do with content knowledge and language proficiency level: 

My problems with school come solely from courses and work, and not from the social 

atmosphere. I've found that even though I can speak the language fairly well at this point, 

it's incredibly hard to effectively participate in many classes on account of my simply not 

being familiar with the subject matter. German school has shown to be quite different and 

I find myself somewhat on a different page, coming from America. The language 

barrier—what remains—fortifies this problem. (David, Reflection Questions) 

In both interviews David elaborated on his school experiences, highlighting particular subjects. 

He found Physics particularly challenging because he had not yet taken high school Physics. On 

the other hand, he felt he could participate well in his German and English courses, explaining 

that his German class was similar in content to his high school English classes. In his German 

class, he explained why he enjoyed translating poetry from the Baroque Period into High 
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German: “…because I’m able to do it. I don’t know how that came about, but I think as a 

language learner, one can do such things that are difficult for others” (David, Interview 2, 16 

June 2012). [“…weil ich das einigermaßen kann. Ich weiß nicht, wie das so kommt, aber ich 

glaube, als Sprachlerner, kann man halt solche Sachen machen, die den anderen schwer fällt”] 

(David, Interview 2, 16 June 2012). He also made several comparisons between the German and 

American school systems during both interviews, among them being that German Gymnasien are 

more rigorous than American high schools, there are more opportunities in German schools to 

take foreign languages, and German students are exposed to academic subjects over the course of 

several years as opposed to one or two years for some subjects in American high schools. 

Discussion 

David’s language proficiency allowed him to fully participate in CoPs which included the 

teacher and those without the teacher. However, it was not his language ability alone that helped 

grant him access. His Assimilation scores at Time 1 and Time 2 were high, while his Integration 

scores remained at zero, indicating that he had taken on many behaviors and values associated 

with German culture. Like Lindsey, he also experienced difficulty with fully participating in 

class due to the language barrier. However, a surprising finding is that it was in his German class 

where he was positioned as an expert when it came to translation, which he attributes to his 

status as a non-native speaker of the language. 

It was the researcher’s impression that the interruptions by the host brother during both 

interviews were not coincidental, as they occurred at points in the interview where the host 

family was being discussed. In his written responses, David had noted some frustration with his 
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host brother’s behaviors. The host brother’s intrusions may have been an act of surveillance to 

ensure that negative information about the host family was not shared with the interviewer. 

David’s academic expectations of himself also changed over the course of his exchange year. 

Instead of making academic performance his priority during the rest of the year, he shifted his 

focus to building friendships. 

Students Without Previous German Instruction: 

Brooke 

Background 

A musician, Brooke was able to continue playing the viola in an orchestra in Germany, which 

added to her “busy” schedule. She was a high school junior who decided to study abroad in order 

to “learn a second language” according to her comments on the Background Questionnaire. She 

lived with her host mother and father, both in their forties, and a twelve-year-old host brother in 

Southern Germany. In response to the Reflection Questions, Brooke made the following 

comments related to her host family placement and her exchange year in general: “Overall, the 

year has been turbulent, with good and bad times. I have a busy schedule, so daily life is a bit 

tiring. Also, I experience minor frustrations with my host family due to personality differences. I 

am quite pleased with the program, however, and am glad to be learning German.” 

Language Use and Proficiency, Acculturation, and Social Networks 

Only one set of data was available for Sarah. Her OPI score was Intermediate High, and her 

WebCape score was 592, which placed her in third-semester German at the university level. Her 

scores on the AI after one semester were: Assimilation (0), Integration (4), Separation (16), and 

Marginalization (0). She reported using German most of the time with the majority of the people 
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she came into contact with, but relied on English more than what was reported from the other 

participants in the study. After one semester, there were no Americans listed among her friend 

list. 

Classes 

Having taken two years of another foreign language prior to her exchange year, Brooke arrived 

in Germany with no prior knowledge of German and enrolled in a range of courses typical for 

students at a Gymnasium. However, she was taking most of her classes at the tenth grade level, 

with the exception of Math in the eighth grade and an additional English class in the twelfth 

grade.  

To help improve her German skills, she received private tutoring in German, which she claimed 

provided her with “a more solid foundation of grammar to rely on, as well as practice with 

conversation and composition.” At first, she looked into taking German courses at a 

Volkshochschule, which is similar to an American community college, but found them ill-suited 

for her learning goals because such courses were intended for immigrants. She hired a private 

tutor, but said that the tutoring was also not a good means of achieving her language goals and 

discontinued working with the tutor. She reported that reading novels in German helped her 

improve her vocabulary. 

Teachers 

It came as no surprise that Brooke enrolled in two English classes, since her English teacher 

played an active role in her overall adjustment to the new school environment. He also acted as 

mediator between her and teachers who were resistant to having an exchange student in their 

classes. In the excerpt below, Brooke summarizes her school experiences: 
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Especially at first when I came here, the teachers wouldn’t talk to me. They ignored me. 

Most of the time, I was ignored by the teachers. Either they expected full participation, or 

I was completely ignored…One of the teachers at the school is kind of responsible for 

me…he looks out for me. He helps me when I have problems. He’s one of the English 

teachers there…he’s just looked out for me the whole time I’ve been there and he 

mentioned it to me once or twice…that the teachers have come to him and asked…he 

didn’t mean it in a mean way…but you know, it really struck me when he told me that 

the teachers come and ask: What is she doing here? She has no business being here. She 

can’t speak any German. She can’t do anything in class…for me, it’s so simple…like of 

course, I just wanna learn German. You know, I just want the experience and to try new 

things and for them, it’s like, everyone can study abroad, but they can all speak English 

or French. The Germans are quite good at English, I think, so when they send someone 

over, they’re already good at it. (Brooke, Interview 1, 4 April 2012) 

Brooke found her English classes “therapeutic” and “relaxing.” Additional comments related to 

her English teacher revealed his attentiveness to her emotional states. She paraphrased this 

teacher’s comments to her during the interview: “’I can tell you’re having a bad day. Or, you 

looked so sad the last couple of weeks.  ou know, if you want, you can tell me about it,’ and I 

couldn’t do it. As much as I like and respect him…I couldn’t bear to have him think badly of 

me” (Brooke, Interview 1, 4 April 2012). In contrast to her English class, she noted that her 

German and Science classes were very difficult—particularly Physics and Chemistry. In general, 

she thought that attending school in Germany was “boring” and “tiring.” Brooke also reported 

feeling discouraged at the feedback she received from teachers. Used to being praised by 
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teachers in the U.S. for her academic achievements and character traits, she was disappointed at 

teachers’ apparent “indifference” towards her in Germany. In spite of taking German courses, 

she still did not feel that her language skills were adequate for fully participating at school: “The 

biggest challenge has always been the language barrier between me and everyone else. Now I 

know enough German to communicate with the people around me, but it still is exceedingly 

challenging to do school work. Right now the expectations of my teachers for me are changing 

slightly.” (Brooke, Reflection Questions). She also expressed frustration with classmates who 

insisted on speaking English with her. Her progress with learning German was in stark contrast 

to her language-learning expectations before arriving in Germany: 

I think before I came here, I had this expectation that I was just going to learn the 

language really quickly just from living here…like I was going to divine it from the 

sky…but that is not the case. No one can do that. Well, I don’t know, maybe there are 

some language geniuses somewhere, but I’m not one of them. So, any German that I’ve 

learned has been through time and lots of mistakes and just studying…you just have to do 

it…you have to just sit down and learn it…(Brooke, Interview 1, 4 April 2012) 

Discussion 

Like Lindsey, Brooke had difficulty getting others to speak German with her. However, it would 

seem from her comments about English class and her interactions with her English teacher that 

she also welcomed the occasional opportunity to express herself in her L1. As many study 

abroad researchers have found, sojourners often turn to the L1 due to affective reasons while 

abroad (e.g. Stewart, 2010; Allen, 2010; Wilkinson, 2000). 
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It would seem that she was highly motivated to learn German based on her efforts to enroll in 

German courses and hire a private tutor. Her comments about the language learning process 

reveal the value that she placed on classroom-style language learning. Phrases to the effect of 

studying the language and sitting down and learning it indicate a preference for formal 

instruction over language acquisition outside the classroom. In a study of American students in 

Russia, Miller and Ginsberg (1995) also found that students tended to place a higher value on 

language learned in the classroom than on how Russian was used in natural contexts. 

Her access to CoPs within the school context was limited, as many of her teachers were resistant 

to allowing her to participate in their courses. It was through the intervention of her English 

teacher, an old-timer in the school community, that she was able to access the CoPs associated 

with English class and receive emotional support as she adjusted to her new environment. He 

also acted as a mediator, which may point to the importance of having one or two faculty 

members on site who can act as a point person for exchange students when problems arise in 

their courses. 

Her high Separation score on the AI (16) and relatively low language proficiency may have 

further ostracized her from many of the CoPs in the school context. 

Diane 

Background 

As her motivation for studying abroad in Germany, Diane made the following comments on the 

Background Questionnaire: “I've wanted to travel my whole life, and since in high school wanted 

to be an exchange student. [My exchange organization] offered an amazing opportunity for a full 
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ride scholarship in Germany, and I was lucky enough to receive this scholarship making the 

choice to go on exchange to Germany much easier for me and my parents.”  

Outside of school, she played volleyball and soccer for a total of 4-7 hours per week for each 

sport. She also mentioned that her host family was also interested in sports. Diane’s host father 

was in his fifties, and her host mother was in her forties. Commenting on her host family 

placement, she noted that life in her host family was boring at times, but that this was also 

sometimes the case with her family in the U.S. She had two younger host siblings, ages fifteen 

and twelve and played on the same volleyball team as a host cousin.  

During the second interview, Diane spoke at length about transitioning back to her high school in 

the U.S. for her Senior Year. Among her concerns were taking an Advanced Math class after 

having “skipped” a year of math. Another concern was being elected Homecoming Queen. She 

was looking forward to returning to her high school, which she likened to a “small family.” 

Language Use and Proficiency, Acculturation, and Social Networks 

Diane’s language proficiency scores showed significant improvement between the semester and 

year marks. Her WebCAPE scores were 513 (Third Semester) and 805 (Beyond Fourth 

Semester), respectively. Her OPI levels were Intermediate Mid at the end of one semester and 

Advanced Low at the end of the year. Her AI scores after one semester were: Assimilation (8), 

Integration (0), Separation (12), and Marginalization (0). After one year, her scores were: 

Assimilation (6), Integration (5), Separation (9), and Marginalization (0). After one semester, her 

contact list included four Americans, to whom her ties were stronger than to local friends. After 

one year, she listed five Americans in her friendship list, and the strength of these friendships 

was on par with her local connections. It was also the researcher’s impression that her 
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pronunciation significantly improved between the first and second interviews. Diane reported 

always using German during her exchange. 

Classes 

A sixteen-year-old junior, Diane was the only participant to report enrolling in LK’s, which are 

advanced courses in the 11
th

 through 13
th

 grades. She opted to take English, Math, and Chemistry 

LK’s because she had taken Calculus and a year of Chemistry in the US. Noting the challenges 

associated with such courses, she stated: 

No one really explained to me this Leistungskurs thing, and I was just like, Advanced 

Chemistry, I can do that. I already took Chemistry. Advanced Math? Yeah, no problem! 

And now I’m sitting here saying like, ‘I’m so dumb.’ I’m pretty sure in the other 

courses…they’re like really easy and stuff, and I just took the hard courses. (Diane, 

Interview 2, 10 June 2012) 

In addition to her advanced courses, she was enrolled in the following classes at the eleventh-

grade level: Drama, Geography, Art, Politics, and Physical Education. Her German class, 

however, was in the fifth grade. She received grades in all of her courses, which she needed in 

order to graduate on time from her high school in the U.S. During the second interview, she 

mentioned that, although she was not a top student in Germany, she felt like a typical student. 

When asked during the first interview what she thought about taking German with fifth-graders, 

she replied: 

I love it because I really like kids…my brother is seven years old, and I love him and his 

friends…I guess if you hate kids, then I wouldn’t recommend it…That’s actually the 

most useful class to me…They’re learning when to capitalize letters in a sentence and 
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der, die, das, and stuff like that. That’s the stuff I don’t understand. If I was in a German 

class with the eleventh grade, I’d be like, ‘What are you talking about?’ Because they’re 

analyzing poems and stuff, and I can’t even really do that in English. (Diane, Interview 1, 

19 February 2012) 

Among her least favorite classes were Politics and Geography, and her favorite subject was 

Physical Education, which fit with her general interest in sports. When asked to comment on the 

most challenging aspects of school, she wrote, “Participating in Politik (Politics and Erdkunde 

(Geography). They're so hard to understand in German, because they're such hard and abstract 

subjects that I haven't even had in English” (Diane, Reflection Questions). 

Teachers 

Based on her comments about her math teacher, it would appear that he was resistant to having 

her in his course: “My math teacher is not very nice, and he was like, ‘Why are you in this class? 

 ou should be in the tenth grade class. I was like, ‘No, please let me. I’ll try’” (Diane, Interview 

1, 19 February 2012). [“Mein Mathelehrer ist nicht so nett, und er war so, ‘Wieso bist du in 

dieser Klasse? Du musst in die zehnte Klasse gehen.’ Ich war so, ‘Nein, bitte lass mich. Ich 

probiere mal’”] (Diane, Interview 1, 19 February 2012). She remained in the class.  

In contrast to her Math LK, Jennifer found her Chemistry LK enjoyable. She explained how her 

Chemistry teacher would help her with the material: 

I was just sitting there like, ‘Oh, my God, I don’t know what to do right now’ because it 

mostly math stuff…She sat down and explained it to me, you know, in German, and that 

was the first time someone explained something to me in German because most of the 

time, I’d be like, ‘I don’t get this,’ and most of the time they’d explain it in English, but 
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that’s not what I didn’t get…She’s my favorite teacher. Our class is really small; we’re 

all really close…(Diane, Interview 1, 19 Febrauary 2012) 

Diane went on to state how some of her other teachers would explain material in English, and 

how others ignored her during class. “A lot of teachers just ignore me. Sometimes that’s OK, and 

sometimes, I’m like, ‘ ou could try to help me.’ I think it’s the same in America. Some teachers 

are really interested in exchange students, and some teachers are just like, ‘ ou’re just here to 

have fun, right?’” (Diane, Interview 1, 19 Febrauary 2012) 

Discussion 

While one cannot isolate specific factors that led to Diane’s significant language gain between 

the semester and year marks, certain aspects of her exchange may have been advantageous for 

language acquisition to occur. First of all, her hobbies and interests were in line with those of her 

host family, which may have allowed for higher quality interactions with L2 speakers due to 

common interests pursued. Second, she was receiving grades in all of her courses which she 

needed in order to graduate from her high school in the U.S., which was undoubtedly a strong 

motivator to improve her language skills and academic performance, and she spent most of her 

time at school with same-age peers. Third, we see that her Integration score on the AI increased 

from zero at the end of one semester to five at the end of her exchange year, showing that she 

had taken on a German orientation without replacing aspects of her American identity. Her case 

provides further support for the argument that there can be linguistic advantages to studying 

abroad for one year as opposed to one semester (Davidson, 2010). 

She was apprenticed into an academic learning community in part through her Chemistry 

teacher, who provided her with content-related L2 input in the context of individual instruction. 
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Once again, we see that agency on the part of particular teachers not only helped students 

academically but also made their courses enjoyable to the exchange students. Diane was 

concerned with maintaining her membership in academic and social CoPs at her high school in 

the U.S. when she noted her concerns about homecoming and taking a math class during her 

senior year. 

Finally, her comments about the scholarship she received, though sincere, sound like an 

advertisement for the exchange organization. This portion of the interview made it apparent that 

the way in which I gained access to the participants influenced the interview content. Although I 

was not working for or affiliated with any exchange organization during the study, I gained 

access to the participants via the organizations.  

Experiencing School with a Host Sibling 

Sarah 

Background 

Atypical for exchange students, seventeen-year-old Sarah was placed in a metropolitan area in 

Central Germany, where she attended a school with a diverse student population. She reported 

that her status as an American did not help with widening her circle of friends. She argued, 

“Eighty-percent of the kids at my school are not German. So, to have another American in the 

class, it’s like, ‘oh cool, we already have four of those’” (Sarah, Interview 2, 24 June 2012). 

Outside of school, Sarah played on a professional lacrosse team that practiced for four hours per 

week and attended a church youth group every Friday. She reported always using German when 

interacting with people in Germany, with the exception of occasionally speaking in English with 

her host siblings, classmates, and friends.  
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Language Use and Proficiency, Acculturation, and Social Networks 

Sarah’s OPI score at the end of one semester was Intermediate Mid, and at the end of one year, it 

was Intermediate High. Her WebCAPE scores were 439 and 543 at the end of one semester and 

one year, respectively. Both of these scores would have placed her in a third semester university 

German class. She reported always using German, with the exception of occasional English use 

with her host siblings. She reported among her contacts, strong friendships with people who were 

not local to Germany. Her AI scores after one semester were: Assimilation (10), Integration (4), 

Separation (4), and Marginalization (2). After one year, her scores were: Assimilation (13), 

Integration (1), Separation (5), and Marginalization (1). 

Classes 

Having taken Spanish at her high school in the U.S., she arrived in Germany with no prior 

knowledge of the language and enrolled in a course of study typical for students her age. She 

took Beginning Spanish, History, Biology, Physics, Chemistry, Math, English, Politics and 

Economics, German, Religion, and Physical Education—all in the eleventh grade, which is the 

grade she would have been in in the U.S. Sarah expressed having difficulty understanding her 

classes in general due to the language barrier. She found her Politics and Economics, Physics, 

Chemistry, and Religion classes particularly challenging. During the first interview, she stated, 

“…even after six months in Germany, I have no idea what they’re talking about in Politics and 

Economics.” 

In her responses to the reflection questions, she described school in Germany as “boring,” due to 

the lack of extra-curricular activities and opportunities to participate in elective courses. 

Teachers 
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She described the teachers as “unfriendly.” Other than this comment, she did not explain further 

the roles that teachers were playing in her exchange year. 

Attending School with a Host Sibling 

During the first interview, Sarah had this to say about attending school with her sixteen-year-old 

host sister: 

I have every class with my host sister…except for Spanish and math…that’s like seven 

out of nine classes that I have with my host sister. She helped with everything. I’m really 

thankful. That couldn’t have gone smoother…Since [my city] is so international and I’m 

going to a city school, it’s not that special that I’m not German. I mean, I’m a number, 

right? Everyone speaks like five languages. They all speak Persian and Arabic, and 

there’s Serbian, you know, the Eastern European languages. So, I’d say that Germans are 

the minority in my school. So, it wasn’t like people were attracted to me because I was 

foreign and cool. In American schools, they get help from other kids because they’re cool 

and people want to know more about them, but here I had to really get out there and 

make friends because they weren’t going to come to me. And so that’s why I was really 

thankful that I had my host sister to show me around and guide my way to teachers and 

introducing me to the class and stuff like like that. (Sarah, Interview 1, 7 February 2012) 

The following excerpt from the second interview with Sarah has been put into a different 

format so that the reader can better appreciate the contrast between statements made 

during the first and second interviews. This contrast is best shown through the exchange 

between interviewer and interviewee. 

Interview two: 
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 Interviewer: So, how is your dance class going? 

Sarah: …it’s a great opportunity to meet new people without my host sister being 

there…I have every class in school with my host sister. So, um, it’s nice to do something 

where I mean…introducing myself to somebody else instead of her introducing me to 

friends… 

Interviewer: It sounds like it’s been good for you to get to know people outside of your 

host family connections. 

Sarah:  eah, I mean, that’s something else that I definitely…if I could go back to the 

beginning…um…well, it’s actually kind of hard for me to think about this because at the 

beginning, I didn’t even have the communication skills to communicate what I 

wanted…but having lived and done what I have…um…if I could go back, I would 

definitely change the school thing a little bit. Yeah, having every single class with my 

host sister is a bit…it’s a little bit…it’s definitely difficult to meet new people. (Amy, 

Interview 2, 7 February 2012) 

Sarah compared her American high school with her German Gymnasium in the following 

statement:  

In Germany, you study a lot and you have to take a lot of classes and you can’t choose as 

much. For example, in the USA, I can take Photography and Architecture, and Art. Art in 

Germany is completely different.  eah, in the USA, you get grades, but the grades aren’t 

important grades, right? We all get an A. OK, you worked hard, but here in Germany, 

you have to analyze, and I find it different...my school in [city] is...like a 

university...well, quasi university because they are doing the Abitur right now. We have 
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lessons and the teachers, they just come for the classes and then they leave. We never talk 

after school. It’s so unfriendly. At [my] American school, we’re a family. 

[In Deutschland man lernt viel und man muss viele Kurse nehmen und man kann nicht so viel 

aussuchen, z.B. in de USA ich kann Fotografie nehmen und Architektur und Kunst. Kunst in 

Deutschland ist total anders. Ja, in de USA man kriegt Noten, aber die Noten, aber sie sind nicht 

wichtige Noten, ja? Wir kriegen alle A. OK, du hast schön gearbeitet, aber hier in Deutschland 

man muss analysieren und ich finde es anders...meine Schule in [city] ist...wie eine 

university...also quasi university, weil die die Abitur gerade machen...Wir haben Stunden 

und...die Lehreren, die kommen genau für diese Klasse Unterricht und dann sie gehen 

zurück...wir reden nie nach die Schule...es ist nicht so freundlich. In amerikanische Schule wir 

sind eine Familie...] (Sarah, Interview 1, 7 February 2012) 

Sylvia 

Background 

When asked about her motivations and expectations for studying in Germany, Sylvia 

demonstrated a specific interest in German and German culture: “I decided to learn German 

because I found the language interesting as well as the German culture. In high school I took 

language classes and that opened up my interest into the country even further. I liked the idea of 

learning a language first hand- not just in school- and making memorable life experiences by 

studying abroad” (Sylvia, Background Questionnaire). She reported having taken two years of 

high school German prior to her exchange year. 

Language Use and Proficiency, Acculturation, and Social Networks 
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Sylvia reported having always spoken German during her exchange year. Her WebCAPE scores 

at the end of one semester and one year were 584 (third-semester university German) and 677 

(beyond fourth-semester university German), respectively. Her OPI scores were Intermediate 

Mid during both interviews. After one semester, she listed one American friend and two friends 

living outside of Germany in her list of contacts, and after one year, four American friends were 

listed among the group of ten; the rest were people local to Germany. Her AI scores after one 

semester were: Assimilation (11), Integration (3), Separation (6), and Marginalization (0). After 

one year, her AI scores were: Assimilation (17), Integration (0), Separation (3), and 

Marginalization (0). 

Classes 

At the beginning of the school year, Sylvia expected to be graded in all of her classes because 

she did not want to repeat her Junior Year in the U.S. However, due to the challenges involved 

with doing school work in German, she opted to receive grades in four classes, in which she was 

able to be successful. Sylvia explained her expectations regarding attending school in Germany 

in the following statement: “German high school is graded so differently, and I really wasn’t 

expecting that…Grades are all spoken, and when I don’t have this advantage of language that 

everyone else does, then speaking is a bit difficult” (Sylvia, Interview 1, 10 February 2012). 

She expressed frustration with not having enough time to formulate responses in class: “I just 

can’t find the words at the moment to say, and it’s even worse when that happens when I finally 

raise my hand…I finally say something in class and I get so nervous…I can’t remember what I 

want to say anymore” (Sylvia, Interview 1, 10 February 2012). Some of her teachers suggested 
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that she write down her contributions to the discussion and turn in these written responses at the 

end of class. 

By the end of the school year, Sylvia reported being able to participate more in class. She stated, 

“I take nearly all the tests...I understand almost everything, but it’s still school and I don’t like 

school...I don’t like school in the U.S., either“ [„…ich schreibe fast jede Klausur mit…ich 

verstehe fast alles, aber es ist immer noch Schule und ich mag Schule nicht…Schule in den USA 

mag ich auch nicht…”] (Sylvia, Interview 2, 16 June 2012). She had mentioned during the first 

interview that she had had a stressful year before coming to Germany. 

Like Lindsey, Sylvia participated in an internship at a travel agency as part of a course 

requirement. “…That’s not exactly what I want to do in the future, but it was the only type of 

thing that had international business stuff to with and I mean, it wasn’t all that good with all of 

the work I had to do, but it was really boring…but the people and stuff and the atmosphere was 

nice…it was a good experience to see how a workday went and everything” (Sylvia, Interview 1, 

10 February 2012). 

In general, she found school in Germany “boring” due to the lack of clubs and activities. Though 

she participated in dance classes and indoor bouldering outside of school, she noted how 

expensive such activities were, compared to clubs and sports teams in the U.S., which are largely 

funded by the school. 

Teachers 

She mentioned that two of her teachers had been particularly helpful to her—her Philosophy, and 

Chemistry/History teachers. “We were learning something in Chemistry, and I didn’t really 

understand it, and it wasn’t because of the language barrier…He did talk to me in German and 
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tried to explain it a bit more, which honestly didn’t help because I still didn’t understand it.” She 

went on to summarize the range of responses she received from teachers: “Normally, there’s 

these teachers who want me to participate in class even though I don’t get grades, and there’s the 

other teachers who just ignore me. And they’re just like, ‘she’s not really there because she 

doesn’t actually get grades,’ but it’s not that bad because I don’t really care, either” (Sylvia, 

Interview 1, 10 February 2012). 

Attending School with a Host Sibling 

Sylvia was a high school junior, who took all of her classes with her fifteen-year-old host sister 

in the tenth grade. During the first interview, she expressed how having all of the same classes 

with her host sister allowed her to be introduced to a few people right away. Yet, she also 

expressed the desire to build her own circle of friends. At the end of her exchange year, when 

asked about tips she would give to future exchange students, Sylvia stated that she wished she 

had been in a different class than her host sister so that she could have met people on her own. 

She speculated on what would have been different, had she not been in the same class with her 

sister: “In the beginning, I was always with my host sister, and always like, ‘come here, I’m 

confused. Can you please help me? ” [“.am Anfang war ich immer mit meiner Gastschwester 

und immer, komm her, ich habe keine Ahnung. Kannst du mir helfen, bitte? Und ich denke, 

wenn ich…mehr abhängig war...wäre, dann vielleicht wäre das besser.”] (Sylvia, Interview 2, 16 

June 2012). 

Sylvia expressed difficulty with making friends in Germany, and found it easier to develop a 

social network consisting of fellow exchange students. While discussing meeting people at 

school, she said, “I suppose it's hard to start conversations with them because I don't know 
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exactly how to relate to them much. My host sister and I are in the same class which limits me in 

making friends, I think, since I'm always with her. I'd like to make my own friends, but it's 

difficult since everyone already has their own circle of people they hang out with. I feel like 

sometimes kids at school don't even want to give me the chance to talk to them. I feel like I 

annoy them sometimes because I can't always say things properly or always get my point across” 

(Sylvia, Reflection Questions). 

She spoke of another exchange student from Denmark who she met at a seminar organized by 

her exchange organization: “We see each other quite often and on the weekend...I should 

probably try to meet more Germans, but it’s a lot easier to connect with other exchange 

students.” [“Wir sehen einander ganz oft und am Wochenende…ich soll vielleicht mehr deutsche 

Freunden kennenzulernen, aber es ist viel einfacher, eine Verbindung mit andere 

Austauschschüler zu haben.”] (Sylvia, Interview 2, 16 June 2012). 

Discussion 

Like Sarah, Sylvia noted the benefits of going to school with her host sister during the initial 

weeks of her exchange. Later in the year, she regretted having relied so much on her host sister 

while at school to meet people and succeed in class. These results, though not generalizable, may 

point to a need for exchange students to not be in the same classes all day with their host siblings 

so that they are able to initiate contacts with other students and build their own circles of friends. 

Sylvia’s case is illustrative of the fact that, at times, learning the language becomes secondary to 

other psychological needs—such as the need for a support system while abroad. As Hassal 

(2006) speculates, “Learners may reject opportunities for social interaction in the target language 

for a wide range of social, cultural or psychological reasons” (p. 33). Because she found it easier 
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to befriend other exchange students, she entered a CoP comprised of other Americans and 

students from all over the world during her stay in Germany. Her results on the Friendship 

Network Grid are in line with this claim, as several Americans were among her list of friends 

overseas. Other researchers have indicated that too much use of the L1 during study abroad can 

limit students’ access to social networks andL2 input (Adams, 2006; Freed, Segalowitz & 

Dewey, (2004). Though modest gains were made on the WebCAPE exam, her OPI score 

remained at Intermediate Mid.  

Common to the other study particpants, Sylvia describe school as “boring” and stated that she 

was often ignored by teachers. However, the expectations of some of her teachers began to 

change over time, which was also noted by other participants. These changes in expectations 

may point to a need for periodic re-evaluations of students’ academic goals. Instead of allowing 

students to remain on the periphery in classroom communities, realistic goals should be set for 

them, which can be revised as students progress. 

Finally, some of Sylvia comments also read like advertisements for the exchange organization, 

as in the example of Diane, which may have limited the kind of information that was shared with 

the researcher. 

Multilingual Students 

Marie 

Background 

Marie had not taken German classes prior to her arrival in Germany, but she had had four years 

of another foreign language and was raised bilingually. Her host parents were in their mid-
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forties, and she had four host siblings. Her extra curricular activities included orchestra, yoga, 

and ballet. 

Language Use and Proficiency, Acculturation, and Social Networks 

Marie was only available for the first OPI interview after one semester, at which time she scored 

Advanced Low. Her WebCape scores were 735 and 779 after one semester and one year, 

respectively, both of which placed her well beyond fourth-semester university German. She 

reported always using German, with occasional English use with her host siblings. Her AI scores 

were as follows after one semester: Assimilation (5), Integration (8), Separation (7), 

Marginalization (0). After one year, the scores were as follows: Assimilation (10), Integration 

(8), Separation (2), Marginalization (0). On her list of friends, she noted two Americans and two 

people from countries other than Germany and the U.S. after one semester. After one year, two 

Americans and one person from a country other than the U.S. or Germany were mentioned. 

Classes 

In contrast to most of the other students in the group, not only did Marie receive grades in all of 

her courses—she excelled in them, often earning better grades than her German classmates. 

Though she claimed her teachers may have taken pity on her and awarded her higher grades than 

she deserved, it was the researcher’s impression that comments to this regard were attempts to 

humbly share her successes. The following excerpt from an interview conducted after her first 

semester reveals her academic success: 

We actually got our report cards recently. I got a two in History…a three in Social 

Studies, a three in French, and a one/two in Spanish, a #[poor sound quality]# in math, a 

two-plus in Physics, a one/two in Chemistry, and then a two in Biology, and a one in 
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P.E…A lot of the German students have brought complaints to me that I should stop 

learning and showing them up…” (Marie, Interview 1, 29 February 2012) 

In the German school system, students receive grades from one to six, one being the highest and 

six being the lowest. A grade of a five or six is considered failing, and a three would be 

considered average. The reader should be cautioned against equating a grade of “1” with an “A” 

and a “2” with a “B,” etc., as the range of achievement captured by an “A” or a “B” may be 

broader in spectrum than the German scores of “1” and “2.” 

Marie was a high school junior taking a normal range of classes in Germany at the tenth grade 

level. By the end of one semester, she reported that she could understand the material in her 

courses, though she needed more processing time. “I have to think about what I want to say, and 

then, during the time that I’ve thought, they’ve already moved on.” [“Ich muss überlegen, was 

ich sagen will und dann, in der Zeit, da ich überlegt habe, sind sie schon weitergegangen. Dann 

was ich sage wollte ist...nicht mehr wichtig zu der Konversation.”]  

Similar to Lindsey, she reported how her sense of belonging to her school community largely 

depended on her mood. When asked if she felt like a solid member of her class, she replied: 

“Kind of off and on. If I wake up and I’m just in a really bad mood, and then everything seems to 

be going badly, then it’s kinda like, OK, I’m being ostracized as an outsider…and then if it’s a 

good day, and everything’s going good, then it’s like, yeah, I feel like a good member and 

stuff…” 

Like many of the exchange students, she commented on how difficult it was to find a place in a 

class of students that had been together for several years. She cited an example of a speech one 

of her classmates gave: “…one of my friends wrote an Abschiedsrede [farewell speech] for her 
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class, and she brought in a picture of them as they were from the sixth class…and just started 

listing off all these inside jokes. I was kind of completely lost” (Marie, Interview 1, 29 February 

2012). Her responses to the Reflection Questions contained similar thoughts: “At times I feel 

somewhat closed out of my group of friends (i.e., when they make jokes about something that 

happened in the 7th grade and then laugh about it for hours), but aside from those little moments 

I really am enjoying it here.” Her main challenge in school was motivating herself to do 

homework: 

Since the teachers don't really collect the homework, I slack off a lot more than I should... 

participating in class as well, although recently that's gotten a lot easier... I guess, in this 

exact moment, the hardest thing is this book we're reading for German class. Even my 

German classmates say it's a hard book to understand (I swear, this is where the 

stereotypes of German sentences being long and complicated comes from). (Marie, 

Reflection Questions) 

Despite the difficulties adjusting to her new German class, she reported being accepted at school 

from the beginning. Interestingly, during the interview she reported that her circle of friends in 

Germany was different from the type of people with whom she would normally interact at school 

in the U.S. She described her circle of friends at school in the U.S. as the “studious type,” 

whereas her friends in Germany were the “party” type. 

Teachers 

She went on to explain how her teachers would allow her more processing time: “ eah, my 

German teacher…she’s really helpful. She allows me a little more time to think...and lets me 

know that I can say something. Also, my history teacher...he helped me a little bit with that.” 
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[“Ja, meine Deutschlehrerin, sie ist sehr hilfreich. Sie lässt mich ein bisschen mehr  eit zum 

Überlegen...und sagt mir, dass ich was sagen darf und so. Auch mein Geshcichtelehrer...er hat 

mich auch ein bisschen damit geholfen.”] (Marie, Interview 1, 29 February 2012). 

Discussion 

Interestingly, Marie did not experience as much difficulty as many of the other exchange 

students with becoming a member of new CoPs at school. However, as in the case study which 

follows, she notes that her social networks in Germany look much different than those she had at 

school in the U.S. Could this be evidence of an identity shift in the study abroad context?  

The modest language gains reported on the WebCAPE exam illustrate how this placement exam, 

while effective for placing students into appropriate Beginning and Intermediate foreign 

language courses at universities, is not intended for Advanced students.  

Her Integration score of eight (during both rounds of data collection), indicates that she was able 

to adopt a German identity while maintaining her other cultural identities, and may have allowed 

her more access to CoPs at school. 

Like Sylvia, Marie noted that she needed more processing time during class before giving an 

answer, which may indicate a need for exchange students to be placed in classrooms with 

teachers who have some experience and training with working with second language learners. 

Finally, the minimal use of English she reported occurred primarily with her host siblings, which 

is in line with the language use patterns found across the entire group. This finding points to the 

importance of quality interactions with host parents, as these seem to be the individuals with 

whom the students are speaking the most German.  

Allison 
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Background 

Allison was raised bilingually and had not taken German courses prior to her arrival in Germany. 

She did, however, take more than four years of another foreign language. Unlike at her school in 

the US, where she reported being a part of one particular group, Allison traveled in multiple 

social circles in Germany. During the first half of the year, she experienced conflict with her host 

family and ended up switching families. It was during this time that she received a great deal of 

social support from her friends at school. “When I talked with them [classmates], they were 

always like, ‘Well, if you ever have a problem, just call me.  ou can come to my house.  ou can 

stay the night.’ So, everyone was very supportive…yeah, it was nice. It helped a lot to know that 

people were here to help me” (Allison, Interview 1, 21 February 2012). 

Language Use and Proficiency, Acculturation, and Social Networks 

After one semester, she scored Intermediate High on the OPI, and after one year, her OPI score 

was Advanced Low. Her WebCAPE scores were 678 and 789, respectively. Regarding her 

language use, she reported nearly exclusive use of German with occasional English use with her 

peers and teachers in the school setting. Her AI scores after one semester were: Assimilation 

(10), Integration (4), Separation (6), Marginalization (0). After one year, her AI scores were 

quite similar: Assimilation (11), Integration (5), Separation (4), and Marginalization (0). Her list 

of friends included only strong friendships with local people. 

Classes 

Allison had a modified school schedule for a student in the Oberstufe (grades 11-13), and she did 

not receive grades because she had already graduated from high school in the US. (She was 

applying for colleges in the US during her exchange year.) All of her classes were in the eleventh 
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grade except for Art, which she attended with the twelfth grade. She also visited a fifth grade 

German class once a week in addition to her German class in the eleventh grade. Her other 

courses were French, which she had taken for over four years in the US, Politics, English, 

Biology, Math, and Physical Education. Like other students in this study, she missed being able 

to choose elective courses and thought that school in the US was more enjoyable. However, she 

did like having different classes each day, which is not typical at the high school level in the US. 

Unlike her peers in the study, she thought that her high school in the US was just as rigorous in 

terms of academic content as her school in Germany. 

She was able to continue playing in an orchestra at school, which is an extracurricular activity in 

which she participated in the US. She mentioned during the first interview that the school 

orchestra in the US required a bigger time commitment, as her orchestra in Germany practice 

once a week in comparison to her orchestra in the States, which held daily practices. Particularly 

challenging for her were her Politics, Biology, and Math classes, as evidenced in the following 

statement from the first interview: “I can understand English class, but in Biology and Politics, I 

don’t understand anything…but, that’s OK because I graduated last year.” [“Ich kann in Englisch 

verstehen, aber in Bio oder Politik kann ich gar nichts verstehen…aber das ist OK, weil ich habe 

meinen Abschluss letztes Jahr gemacht. Also, ich kriege keine Noten, so ich kann nur setzen und 

hören.”] (Allison, Interview 1, 21 February 2012).  

Teachers 

Her level of participation in class greatly depended on individual teachers’ expectations. 

Commenting on her participation in French and Biology, Allison made the following 

comparisons: 
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I took French all throughout high school, and as I came here, I realized that I replaced my 

French with German. So, now I can’t really speak in French, but I can still understand a 

lot…the teacher still treats me like I’m a student, and I need to participate in class and 

everything. But, in Biology, my teacher doesn’t really…she just doesn’t care that I’m 

there. She lets me do whatever I want. She doesn’t really give me worksheets, but I try to 

just like look, and I read…the Biology book to see if I understand anything, which I 

usually don’t (Allison, Interview 1, 21 February 2012).  

Allison explained how her German teacher would give her worksheets during class and 

encouraged her to read books in German. She reported being able to understand more in 

her German class by the end of the year. However, during our second interview, she still 

did not comprehend much in Biology (Allison, Interview 1, 21 February 2012). 

Discussion 

Allison’s case highlights the vital role that teachers can play in helping students access 

the academic content in class, regardless of language proficiency level. Although she did 

not receive grades in Germany, she reported having participated more in classes where 

the teacher expected her to act like a full member of the classroom community. The 

problems she faced in her first host family may have worked to her advantage once she 

switched families. Since the school community was aware of the issues she had faced, 

they were willing to offer support, which allowed her access into social networks at 

school.  

Both of the multilingual students in this study had higher integration scores than most of 

the other study participants. Whether or not this has to do with their proficiency in three 
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languages prior to the trip cannot be known. Also, both multilingual participants did not 

see major differences between American and German high schools in terms of academic 

rigor. It may be the case that success at German Gymnasien is highly variable for 

American overseas students and may be attributed to the overall rigor of the high school 

from which they came. 

Summary 

The school experiences of the exchange students in this study varied greatly, revealing the role 

that individual differences and varied school contexts can play in shaping students’ engagement 

in new Communities of Practice. One theme that emerged across the cases, however, is that there 

seems to be an overall lack of clarity regarding what students should be expected to do at school. 

In the case of some students, there seem to be no expectations in the school arena. While 

students who have already graduated may not perceive any negative ramifications of not being 

required to participate, they are missing out on valuable opportunities for improving their 

language skills through participation in a new learning community. In a broader sense, their lack 

of participation also limits what they are able to give back to their school community. This idea 

that students can enroll full time in a college preparatory school in Germany and not be expected 

to participate, caters to a consumerist, “coming of age” model of study abroad, which is alluded 

to by Kinginger (2010). When students travel abroad in order to take what they wish from the 

experience, there is no sense of reciprocity. In several cases, students were ignored by teachers 

and not given opportunities to contribute their knowledge in classroom settings. As seen in this 

study, there is resistance from some teachers at having exchange students in their classes because 

they are unable to perform at the levels expected of students at a Gymnasium. While the 
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exchange students in this study may have been on par with their peers in terms of SES, they have 

not gone through the normal selection process required to attend this type of school. On the other 

hand, some teachers welcome exchange students with limited language proficiency into the 

classes and expect full participation. As shown in the cases of Sarah, Diane, and (Jennifer), 

through the intervention of individual teachers, assisting on both an academic and personal level, 

students are able to succeed academically in specific subject areas and receive the support 

necessary to adjust to a new learning environment. Care should be taken when enrolling 

exchange students into classes so that they are placed with receptive teachers who are willing to 

provide the scaffolding necessary for students to become apprenticed into a new CoP. 

Communication between the exchange organization and host school should occur long before the 

student arrives in Germany so that course schedules and support systems can be established 

before the study abroad period begins. 

It is also important to note that students are not only faced with challenges at school due to 

insufficient academic language skills, but unfamiliarity with specific academic content. The 

Natural Sciences and Politics and Economics, and Religion appear to be areas where some 

students in this study struggled due to lack of background knowledge and a conflict between 

what students expect from such courses and what is actually taught. To prepare students for 

learning subjects with which they have had limited contact in the at-home context, it may be 

worthwhile during the orientation courses prior to the exchange year to focus on the academic 

language needed for these courses. The orientation courses students attend for one month upon 

arrival in Germany are intended to provide students with basic conversational skills and cultural 

information. Included within the language instruction section could be content area instruction. If 
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students are expected to attend school full time, we need to prepare them not only in the areas of 

culture and language, but also in academic areas, with which they may be unfamiliar. While it 

would be impossible to make up for a lack of background knowledge in specific academic areas 

students will encounter at a Gymnasium, providing content-based German courses to students 

could be a way to facilitate the transition from an American high school to a German school. It 

would be unrealistic to expect students—even those students who have taken high school 

German—to be able to compete with native German speakers who have received both their 

primary and secondary socialization within a German context. If it takes at least five years to 

acquire the language necessary to perform well in school, what can we reasonably expect 

students to accomplish in the six months to a year that they are there? While further research in 

this area would be required before a general answer to this question could be provided, I would 

argue that, on the basis of this study, students, local faculty, and exchange organization 

representatives should work together to create individualized education plans for students that 

would include specific, attainable academic goals. 

A major problem faced by the students in this study was gaining access to social networks at 

school—especially when placed in Grade 10. While placing students into a well-established 

cohort may seem to advantageous in that they have the opportunity to interact with the same 

group of students the entire school day, for the students in this study, the opposite was the case. 

Becoming a full member of a CoP that has been in existence for several years requires a 

significant amount of time. Instead, students should be placed in the Oberstufe, which would 

allow them to interact with a wider variety of students from several cohorts. This practice may 

also help avoid the other major issue with being enrolled in Grade 10—potentially having all of 
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one’s classes with a host sibling. In the cases of Sarah and Sylvia, being enrolled in the same 

class as a host sibling denied them opportunities to become more independent in the school 

environment and delayed the development of separate social networks. When students also live 

with the host sibling, being in class all day together may intensify conflicts between guest and 

host.  

For some students, being required to attend a Gymnasium may not fit their educational and 

professional goals. The practice of enrolling all students at a Gymnasium may limit opportunities 

for study abroad to college-bound students. To make study abroad more accessible and attractive 

for a wider range of students, study abroad organizations may wish to consider offering 

vocationally-oriented programs. Such programs would provide youth with professional 

opportunities not offered in the U.S. 

Limitations 

Due to the small sample size, no generalizations can be made regarding students’ socialization 

patterns and academic performance at German schools. However, the case studies presented here 

raise school-related issues which may be worth investigating on a larger scale. Due to logistical 

constraints, information on students’ in-class performance and socialization patterns was 

obtained through students self-reports; classroom observations, teacher interviews, and collection 

of artifacts were not a part of this research. Another limitation has to do with how the researcher 

obtained access to the participants. By contacting participants via the exchange organizations, 

students may have had the impression that the researcher was affiliated with the exchange 

organizations. Therefore, they may have been reluctant to share some information which they 

feared may jeopardize their participation in their exchange program.  
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Suggestions for Future Research 

This study only scratched the surface of students’ participation in Gymnasien in Germany. In 

order to get a better overall picture of students’ academic achievement and apprenticeship into 

their new school environments, classroom observations, and collection of student artifacts such 

as homework assignments and exams would be necessary. Additionally, the perspectives of 

school personnel at the exchange students’ respective U.S. high schools and German schools 

should be considered when investigating what students are actually doing at their host schools. 

Since several high school exchange students return to their local high school upon completion of 

their exchange program, it would be important to examine the transition from having attended a 

German secondary school to re-entering the school which one left. What challenges do students 

face at the school level during the re-entry process? Are they able to transfer grades they earned 

in Germany, or do they have to repeat the year they “missed?” What does “missing” a year say 

about the value placed on study abroad at the high school level? For comparison purposes, 

research should also be conducted on high school students from Germany studying abroad in the 

U.S. 

Conclusion 

Expectations at the scholastic level can be difficult to define for exchange students who arrive in 

the host country with limited proficiency in the target language. This challenge, however, should 

not be seen as an excuse for setting low expectations of students in overseas classrooms. 

Through careful planning and collaboration between the host school, exchange organization, and 

students, school-related goals and plans for achieving these goals can be developed, which will 

optimize students’ time spent at school. It should not be considered acceptable for exchange 
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students—whether they have graduated from high school or not, whether they “need” grades or 

not—to passively attend school while on exchange. As education researchers have demonstrated, 

teachers’ expectations of students have a significant impact on student achievement, which can 

be extended to the overseas classroom context. Wedin (2010), for example, argues that, “using 

low-demanding tasks have a self-fulfilling effect as it creates an environment where students’ 

opportunities to learn are restricted” (p. 181). In another study, it is argued that ELL learners 

should be held to the same expectations to which their peers are held in order to receive an equal 

education (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; Mariani, 1997 as cited in Gibbons 2008). Other study 

abroad researchers have highlighted the importance of expecting students to give back to the host 

communities in which they reside in the form of service learning and other types of volunteering 

(e.g. Springer & Collins, 2008; Vahlbusch, 2003). Students should also be expected to contribute 

to their school community through sharing their ways of knowing and expertise in academic 

subjects. This can only occur, however, in a welcoming, supportive environment that has been 

established through careful pre-program planning. 
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Appendix A 

 

Figure 1: Course Enrollment at German Gymnasien 

 

Figure 2: A Comparison of Students’ WebCAPE Scores 
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Appendix B: Background Questionnaire 

 

1. How old are you in years and months? Example: 17 yrs. 4 mos. 

2. What is your gender? 

3. If you had spent the semester/year in the U.S., what grade would you have been in? 

4. Which language(s) was/were commonly spoken in the home when you were a child? 

5. Why did you decide to participate in a YFU exchange program in Germany? 

6. Prior to your YFU exchange, did you take German courses in school? 

7. If you did take German courses prior to your exchange, how many years of German 

instruction did you receive, and how many hours per week did you have German? 

8. Prior to your YFU exchange, did you spend time in a German-speaking country? If so, when 

and for how long? 

9. Prior to your exchange, did you study any foreign languages besides German? If so, for how 

many years did you study this language, and how many hours of instruction did you receive 

per week? 

10. Circle which YFU exchange program you participated in: semester/year 

11. In which city/town/village and Bundesland did you live in Germany during your exchange? 

12. During your exchange program, were you outside of Germany for longer than three weeks, 

i.e. did you leave the program early, travel back to the U.S. for longer than three weeks? 

13. During your exchange, did you take any “German as a Foreign Language” classes? This 

would NOT include German classes you took at your Gymnasium as part of the normal 

curriculum. For how many months and hours per week did you take these courses? 

14. List all classes you took at your Gymnasium in Germany and indicate the grade levels these 

classes were at. Example: math, 11
th

; English, 13
th

; German, 11
th

; P.E. 11
th

; Latin, 9
th

 

15. Describe your host family by listing host family members along with their ages or 

approximate ages. Only include individuals who lived in the same household as you. 

Example: host mother, 40; host father, 43; host brother, 10; host sister, 15. 

16. During your exchange, did you participate in any extra-curricular activities (music groups, 

clubs, sports, community service)? Please describe the nature of these activities by indicating 

which activities and the amount of time you were engaged in them. 
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17. Describe your language use by indicating with whom you spoke German, English, or another 

language and how much you used these languages with particular people/groups of people. 

Circle “N/A” if the choice does not apply to your living situation: 

 English German Other 

Language:__________________ 

Host Mother: 

(N/A) 

 

 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never  

Host Father: 

(N/A) 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Host Siblings: 

(N/A) 

 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Host 

Grandparent(s): 

(N/A) 

 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Classmates/Friends: Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Teachers/Coaches: 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 
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Seldom 

Never 

Seldom 

Never 

Seldom 

Never 

People in the 

Community: 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Other:____________ Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

 

Appendix C: Interview Guides 

Interview Guides (adapted from Spenader, 2011) 

Questions about the Host Family 

11. Tell me about your German host family. 

12. What sorts of activities do you do together? 

13. Do you enjoy spending time with your host family? 

14. What members of your host family do you feel closest to? Why? 

15. Does your host family help you learn German? What does your host family do to help 

you learn German? 

16. What things does your host family do that you find somewhat strange? 

17. Can you tell me about a situation in which you had to adapt to a new behavior to fit in 

with your host family? 

18. Do you think your family is a “typical” German family? Why or why not? 

19. How much of what is going on around you at home do you understand? 

20. Do you feel like a member of your host family? In what way? 

Questions about School 

18. Tell me about your Gymnasium. 

19. Tell me about your classes. 

20. Tell me about your first day of school. 

21. Do you enjoy attending classes. Why or why not? 
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22. Have you been successful at making friends at school? Tell me about the process of 

making friends at school? 

23. Do you tend to speak English or German (or another language) with your friends? Why? 

24. Are you getting good grades in your courses? Why or why not? 

25. What classes do you enjoy most? Why? 

26. What classes do you not enjoy? Why? 

27. How much have the teachers and other school employees helped you adjust to your new 

school? 

28. How much have your classmates helped you adjust to your new school? 

29. Are you involved in extracurricular activities? Tell me about that. 

30. Can you tell me about a situation at school in which you had a cultural 

misunderstanding? 

31. Can you tell me about a situation in which you had to adapt to a new behavior to fit in 

with your classmates? 

32. What would you say are the biggest differences between a German Gymnasium and an 

American high school? 

33. How much of what is going on around you in school do you understand? 

34. Do you feel like a member of your class? Why or why not? 

General Questions 

6. All in all, how do you feel your semester or year is going in Germany? 

7. How “German” do you feel at this point? 

8. Do you feel a particular connection to the region in Germany in which you live? Please 

describe this. 

9. How “American” do you feel at this point? 

10. Do you feel a particular connection to the region in the U.S. where you are from? 

 

Appendix D: Acculturation Index 

Acculturation Index (adapted from Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999 as cited in Spenander, 2011) 

(The following directions have been adapted from Spenander, 2011.) 

 

This index is concerned with how you see yourself in relation to other Americans and Germans. 

You are asked to consider two questions about your current lifestyle. Are your experiences and 

behaviors similar to Americans? Are your experiences and behaviors similar to Germans? Use 

the following scale to indicate how similar your various experiences of daily life are compared to 

Americans and Germans. 

 

Not at all similar 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very similar 
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Enter your response (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, or 7 in each box.) 

 

 Americans Germans 

21. Clothing   

22. Pace of Life   

23. General Knowledge   

24. Food 

preferences/eating 

habits 

  

25. Religious beliefs   

26. Standard of living   

27. Recreational activities   

28. Self-identity   

29. Family life   

30. Values   

31. Friendships   

32. Communication styles   

33. Cultural activities   

34. Language   

35. Perceptions of 

Americans 

  

36. Perceptions of 

Germans 

  

37. Political ideology   

38. Worldview   

39. Social customs   

40. School activities   
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Appendix E: Friendship Network Grid (adapted from Hendrickson & Rosen, 2009) 

 

Please think hard about all the individuals who you consider to be your friend in Germany. On a 

separate page, you will be asked to identify two things about each friend. First, you will indicate 

where they are from: 

1=an individual from the USA 

2=an individual from a country besides Germany, not American 

3=an individual local to Germany or has lived in Germany for a long time and considers 

themselves local 

Second, indicate the strength of this friendship by choosing the appropriate number on a scale 

from 1 to 10, basing your analysis on the following reference points. Please use anything that 

may help you remember friends; cell phone, address book, Facebook page, etc. 

10. You could count on this person for anything at any time. Activities are more enjoyable when 

spent with this person. You share intimate information with this person. You accept and 

appreciate this person for who they are. This person understands you and you have a great deal 

of respect for them. You are comfortable being together through interactions in multiple social 

contexts. There is a sense of mutuality in the relationship, with each partner’s needs known and 

supported. You will for sure remain in contact with them after your stay in Germany. 

9. 

8. 

7. 

6.  

5. If you pass each other at school or in the neighborhood, you would stop and say “hello.”  ou 

may or may not have their phone number/other contact information. You would consider having 

them over if you were having a big party. They know very little about you interpersonally but 

you definitely have a friendly relationship with them. You enjoy having a conversation with 

them. They are more than a mere acquaintance from class or other activity. It is possible that you 

will remain in contact with them after your program in Germany. 

4. 

3. 

2. 

1. Individuals you know from class, housing, or other mutual groups. If you needed basic 

information about class assignments or other issues, you could go to them. Unless the 

relationship changes in some major way, you will not be in contact with them after you leave. 

Based on these definitions, list the names of friends, marking the number indicating where they 

are from and rank them on the scale. Then, delete names of friends to ensure anonymity.  

Appendix C: Reflection Questions 

E-Mail Questionnaire (adapted from Spenader, 2011) 

 

1. In general, how do you feel your semester or year in Germany is going? 

2. What are your biggest challenges living with your host family right now? 

3. What is the biggest challenge you face with German friends? 
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4. What are the biggest challenges you face at school right now? 

5. At this point in the year, how many hours a day are you spending speaking German? 

6. Where are you learning the most German? What is it about these contexts that helps you 

learn? 

7. In what contexts are you using English (or other languages)? 

8. How many hours per week do you spend communicating with friends and family from 

home online (Facebook, Skype, etc.)? 

9. How many hours per week do you spend communicating with people you’ve met in 

Germany online (Facebook, Skype, etc.)? 

10. When communicating online with people you’ve met in Germany, which language(s) do 

you use? 

11. Have you learned anything new about what it means to be German? 

12. How “German” do you feel at this point? Why? 

13. How closely tied to your region in Germany do you feel at this point? Why? 

14. How “American” do you feel at this point? Why? 

15. How closely tied to your region in the U.S. do you feel at this point? Why? 
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Abstract 

While much research exists on the reconstruction of national identities in the study abroad 

context, the construction of regional identities, which is often accompanied by the acquisition of 

non-standard L2 varieties, has been largely ignored. Additionally, previous research in this area 

has focused primarily on university students, and has not addressed the identity reconstruction of 

high school exchange students, who may be more malleable due to factors such as age and high 

levels of exposure to non-standard L2 varieties while living with host families. This study 

investigates the national and regional identity (re)construction of American high school and gap 

year students who studied abroad in Germany for one calendar year. The connection between 

dialect and regional identity and students’ perceptions of German national identity are explored 

through the lenses of Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of habitus and Dörnyei’s theory of the L2 

Motivational Self-System (2005). The author concludes that students’ acculturation process 

includes the acquisition of L2 dialects, regional affiliation, and the reconstruction of American 

and German national identities. The results of this study reveal that the close connection between 

dialect and identity found among L1 speakers can also apply to L2 learners in study abroad 

contexts. 
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The (Re)Construction of National and Regional Identities 

in the Study Abroad Context 

“…I made [German city] out to be this utopia—this heaven on earth. And [my parents] get here, 

and they’re like, ‘yeah, ok, I don’t get it.’ I bring them to my favorite restaurant here and it’s all 

typical… food…and they just don’t get it. They didn’t get it at all…This is me. This is my home. I 

love it.” –Sarah, Interview 1, 7 February 2012 

 

Introduction 

The above quote from a study participant illustrates the connection that exchange students may 

develop to the local community in which they reside while abroad. As is shown by Sarah’s 

statements, affiliation with a region in the overseas context can be a very personal experience 

that is difficult to articulate to family and friends at home. Here, we not only see how local 

traditions shape the overall overseas experience, but also hints of the challenges one may face 

with expressing an affinity towards one’s overseas home during the time abroad and upon re-

entry. 

To contextualize Sarah’s comments in the broader arena of study abroad, what follows are 

statistics on the American overseas experience. Study abroad programs for outbound American 

students have been on the rise in recent years. However, this increase in the number of students 

going abroad is due to the popularity of summer and other short-term programs, which do not 

afford students with the breadth and depth of experience in the target culture necessary for 

significant identity reconstruction and language acquisition to occur. A limitation of the statistics 

on study abroad, which includes information on popular destinations, and exchange student 

demographics, is that they only apply to university students, ignoring high school exchange 

students. According to the Institute of International Education, of the 273, 996 American college 

students who went abroad during the academic year 2010/11, 9,018 students traveled to 
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Germany, the seventh most popular study abroad destination. Europe received 54.6 percent of 

American study abroad students in 2010/11, and 37.7 percent of the total number of exchange 

students during that academic year participated in summer programs. Less than 4 percent of 

American college students studied abroad for an academic year. Those who studied abroad for a 

full calendar year represented only 0.1 percent (Open Doors Report, 2010-2011). Gore (2005) 

argues that the data be viewed within the broader context of American higher education: “These 

statistics show that 1.01 percent of all U.S. students, part-time and full-time, participated in study 

abroad, while 1.71 percent of all full-time U.S. students at two- and four-year institutions studied 

abroad” (p. 7). 

Considering the marginal support for study abroad within the American context and the resulting 

small number of students who go abroad for an entire year, the fact that thousands of high school 

students choose to spend an entire calendar year abroad, sets this population apart from that at 

the college level. Because these younger students all live in host families and are potentially 

exposed over a longer period of time to regional language varieties and customs, this population 

lends itself well to research on the development of both national and regional identities, and the 

acquisition of non-standard dialects. 

Literature Review  

Language and Ethnic Identity 

Sociolinguistic research has indicated a strong connection between language use and ethnic 

identity (e.g. Labov, 1966, 1972; Pavelenko & Blackledge, 2004; Fought, 2006; Edwards, 2009). 

In the context of L2 learning, affiliation with the target group may lead to higher proficiency 

levels (Spenader, 2011; Gatbonton & Trofimovich, 2008). Speaking to the relationship between 
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language use and group status, Edwards (2009) notes, “Language is one of the most salient 

identity markers and it acts as a distinguishing factor between in-groups and out-groups (Giles & 

Johnson, 1987; Jenkins, 2008:115; Kiely et al. 2000).” However, Pavlenko argues against the 

idea of people moving from one in-group to another, as the monocultural, monolingual speaker 

should not be used as the norm (2002). In line with this argument, Deardorf (2006) discusses the 

importance of creating assessments of intercultural competence which assume that participants 

hold multiple cultural identities. In the present study, it was indeed the case that several 

participants had either been raised bilingually or had taken a foreign language other than 

German, or both. Such students may already have high metacognitive awareness of the 

languages they speak, which may help them with acquiring German. Additionally, they are 

already well-versed in switching between cultural and linguistic identities depending on context. 

For the purposes of the present study, it was hypothesized that students who are already 

proficient in two or more languages may achieve greater language gains and experience more 

success with adapting to the target culture. 

The Acquisition of L2 Dialects and the (Re)Construction of National and Regional Identities 

There is also evidence that suggests that L2 learners, even during early stages of the language 

acquisition process, are able to detect differences between dialects. At beginning levels, 

however, students may not be able to correctly categorize native speakers according to dialect 

(Eisenstein & Verdi, 1985). Speaking to the effect of time abroad on exchange students’ 

acquisition of sociolinguistic norms, Regan (1995) states, “It seems as if at this stage [after one 

year abroad] the learner is sensitive to dialect issues in the second language…” The particular 

dialect to which a learner is exposed may influence the rate of acquisition due to the fact that 
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some dialects are more comprehensible to non-native speakers than others, based on the L1 

(Baker & Smith, 2010).  

On a micro level, acquisition of a non-standard variety of a language during study abroad may be 

tied to the construction of a regional identity. On a macro level, students may also reconstruct 

their national identities as Americans, take on aspects of a German identity, and change their 

perceptions of what it means to be “German.”. Regarding regional and national identity in the 

study abroad context, Skey (2011) found that regional differences between American exchange 

students diminished in the overseas context in favor of a united national group identity. It is 

important to clarify that Skey’s study was looking at how students’ regional identities within the 

U.S. changed when they went abroad. The present study also addresses regional identity, but 

within the context of the host community.  

The Costs of Identity (Re)Construction 

Identity reconstruction in study abroad may be fraught with tensions and contradictions, as one 

seeks to integrate aspects of one’s identity into a coherent sense of self that is at once stable at 

the core yet adaptable to different situations. Teenagers in the at home context are still 

developing their sense of self, which may serve to further complicate the process of identity (re)- 

construction. Thus, when the study abroad context becomes the site for identity reconstruction, 

the stress involved in coping with these internal changes in perceptions can be massive, the 

younger one is.  

Several researchers have commented on the challenges associated with identity reconstruction as 

this relates to foreign language learning in overseas contexts. Block (2007) attests that one’s 

identity may destabilize while acquiring an L2 overseas. Dolby (2007) differentiates between a 
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“thin” cosmopolitan identity and a “thick” ethnocentric identity in the study abroad context, and 

found that American students rearticulate their national identities overseas. To preserve their 

sense of affiliation with their home country, some students will hold back in the L2 in order to 

not sound too much like their interlocutors (Sagalowitz, Gatbonton, & Trofimovich, 2009). The 

aforementioned study may indicate a disadvantage of passing as a native speaker due to the 

threat to one’s sense of self. Passing as a native speaker in specific contexts can be 

disadvantageous due to the fact that one may be assumed to possess background knowledge 

related to popular culture, history, politics, etc. similar to that of an L1 speaker. When one is 

assumed to have acquired this repertoire of knowledge as a result of having been raised in the 

host community, face-threatening situations may result when L2 speakers’ lack of knowledge 

despite high language proficiency renders them as less intelligent. Illustrating this phenomenon, 

Piller (2002) found that Advanced speakers may weigh the advantages and disadvantages of 

performing speech acts in which they may pass as native speakers. Reporting on one of her 

participants who found it necessary to disclose her non-native status at the beginning of 

conversations with L1 speakers, Piller explains, “In order to protect one part of her self-image 

(that she’s an intelligent and well-informed person) she has to trade in another aspect of her 

personality (successful L2 speaker who can pass for an L1 speaker)” (p. 195). 

In the same study, Piller commented on an L2 speaker’s use of a non-standard variety of 

German, claiming that, in this case, hypercorrection of dialectal features may have served the 

purpose of proving one’s membership in a speech community (2002). 

Identity reconstruction can be an agonizing process, as one has to reconcile potential 

contradictions within a multifaceted self-concept (Pellegrino Aveni, 2005; Kinginger, 2010; 
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Savicki & Cooley, 2011) and weigh the costs and benefits associated with diverging or 

converging too much with their interlocutors. In the study abroad context, an under-researched 

concept is the formation of regional identities specific to the host context, which may be heavily 

influenced by the host families who may speak a dialect other than Standard High German. 

Participants’ exposure to L2 dialects may play an integral role in shaping their identities while 

abroad, as their imagined selves may become associated with membership in the local 

community. At the same time they are becoming more aligned with their respective local 

communities, students’ identification with their region in the U.S. may become salient in the 

overseas context. This destabilization of students’ sense of self as they try to manage regional, 

national, and global identities, represents a complex process wherein self and language are in 

tandem with one another.    

The Role of the Host Family in Identity (Re)Construction 

Host family placement has been shown to play a central role in the identity reconstruction of 

study abroad students. Allen, Dristas, and Mills (2007) found that, by the end of the stay, 

students who resided with host families had a weaker affiliation with the culture associated with 

the L1, and students who had other living arrangements had a stronger affiliation with the home 

culture. Access to a vast amount of L2 input and interaction with native speakers may be some of 

the benefits that living in host families may provide, though meaningful, frequent interaction 

between guest and host is not always a given. 

There may be certain psychological disadvantages to being placed with host families, as one may 

be assigned roles within the family which one does not wish to play. For example, some students 

may be given a “pet” role (Iino, 2006), in which they are positioned as infantile language 
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learners whose errors are “cute.” For this reason (among others), students often do not receive 

adequate error correction within the host family, pointing to the value of formal language 

learning during study abroad to supplement informal interactions in the L2. Too much error 

correction, however, may place study abroad participants in roles as students within the host 

family, where most of the discourse between host and student may be comparable to typical 

classroom-style discourse where the hosts take on the role of teacher, guiding and directing most 

of the conversation (Cook, 2006; Iino, 2006; Wilkinson, 2002.) 

The host family environment may be conducive to helping students not only learn the language 

but also adjust to the culture. A link between degree of acculturation and language proficiency 

has been found in Spenader’s (2011) study of American high school students who were studying 

abroad in Sweden for one year. The study revealed that those who had the highest proficiency 

levels were shown to identify more with the host culture than those students with lower 

proficiency scores on the ACTFL Oral Profiency Interview (OPI).  

The unofficial OPI ratings in Spenader’s study do seem exceptionally high, though, considering 

that none of the students in her study had prior knowledge of the language and resided in Sweden 

for only one year. Three of the four participants received an unofficial OPI score of Superior at 

the end of the second semester-- a score which seems unrealistic given what we know about the 

advantages that prior instruction can play in study abroad settings (Davidson, 2010; Brecht, 

Davidson, & Ginsberg, 1995). At the semester mark, Spenader’s ratings are quite high in 

comparison to the findings of another study that used the OPI with study abroad students. In 

Lindseth’s (2010) study of American university students on semester programs in Germany—all 

of whom had taken German courses—the level of Intermediate High was unattainable for most 
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students by the end of a full semester. The breadth of skill required in the language also widens 

as one moves up the rating scale, implying the increased difficulty and time involved with 

moving from one level to the next as one’s language skills improve. In other words, it generally 

requires less time to move from Novice to Intermediate than to move from Intermediate to 

Advanced. The threshold between Advanced and Superior requires even more time and 

opportunities to produce language that goes beyond typical day-to-day conversation. Lindseth 

(2010) found that it may be advantageous for students to have reached at least the level of 

Intermediate Mid on the OPI in order to make optimal gains while studying abroad. For these 

reasons, the high ratings at the semester and year marks in Spenader’s (2011) study seem to be 

exceptionally high for students with no prior knowledge of the target language and limited 

residence abroad. 

Research Questions 

As has been shown in the literature, improved language skills may be closely connected to 

affiliation with the target group. With respect to identity reconstruction and identity perception, 

the current study attempts to answer three main questions: 1) How are students reconstructing 

their American identities while in Germany? 2) To what extent are students engaged in L2 

regional identity construction? 3) How are students constructing a German identity, and what are 

students’ perceptions of German national identity? 

Theoretical Framework 

Bourdieu’s Concept of Habitus 

When one speaks of national and regional identities, it cannot go unrecognized that these 

identities are tied, at least on the surface, to behaviors which symbolize group affiliation. On a 
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theoretical level, the nation state can be viewed as an imagined community, based on the notion 

that people, who have potentially never met, are unified through a common language, and 

common cultural practices, values, and belief systems (Anderson, 1991). During the 

enculturation process that happens during childhood, one acquires the habitus associated with 

one’s social and national identity (among other identity constructions). The habitus represents 

schemata, or unconscious rubrics, for interpreting events and interacting within specific contexts. 

These ways of interpreting and acting are learned in childhood and then applied to future 

situations. One learns, based on past experiences, to predict future outcomes based on acquired 

schemata that were subconsciously learned in one’s early years. It is through habitus that societal 

structures are both reproduced and changed as people fine-tune their responses to situations 

according to the immediate context. Thus, habitus represents both a set of norms and behaviors 

that serve as guidelines when one encounters a new situation, and a generative set of rules that 

allow for slight variations in response (Bourdieu, 1972; 1980). It is important to note that, in the 

analyses of the data in the present study, Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is not applied in its 

entirety; rather, it is used as a tool to investigate the identity (re)construction of the participants. 

As Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is developed across a number of works, not all of which apply 

directly to the nature of the current study, it became more judicious to extract habitus from 

Bourdieu’s larger theory and use it as an analytical device instead of an overarching theoretical 

framework. In the study abroad context, students bring with them a habitus associated with their 

primary (learned in early childhood within the family) and secondary (learned in the community) 

enculturation. They are then faced with the task of reconciling their acquired habitus with that 

found in the L2 context. 
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Dörnyei’s Theory of L2 Motivational Self System 

The degree to which students are able to take on aspects of a new habitus while abroad may 

depend on their desire to identify with the host community. Drawing upon the work of Markus 

and Nurius (1986), Dörnyei (2005) developed the theoretical construct of the L2 Motivational 

Self System, which includes three types of “selves” that play a role in second language 

acquisition: 1) the ideal self, which is future-oriented, 2) the ought-to self, which is also future 

oriented and corresponds to what one should become based on others’ expectations and societal 

pressures, and 3) L2 learning experience. The concept of the feared self is also presumed to act 

as a counterbalance during identity construction, providing individuals with a negative model 

which is to be avoided. 

The mention of “self” within Dörnyei’s theoretical construct relates to habitus, in that the 

construction and reconstruction of identities involves taking on aspects of the habitus of the in-

group one aspires to join. In the study abroad context, internal conflict may arise when students 

attempt to replace their habitus with that of the host culture rather than aiming to acquire an 

additional habitus while abroad. In an educational context, this idea of replacing or adding a 

habitus, can be applied to the issue of additive and subtractive bilingualism. To follow this 

analogy, the most effective models of bilingual education emphasize students adding a language 

or language variety for academic purposes rather than replacing their L1 with the academic target 

language or dialect. In a similar fashion, it could be argued that the goal of cultural adaptation in 

study abroad should not be to replace the habitus associated with the home culture, but to adopt 

an additional repertoire of behaviors, values, and points of view that can be applied to specific 

interactional contexts abroad. 
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Linking the two theoretical concepts, one could say that, due to the unconscious nature of the 

habitus, students’ lack of metacognitive awareness of themselves as products of their early 

experiences and socialization may make it difficult for them to switch between multiple selves. 

In other words, if students are not even aware of their habitus as individuals who have been 

raised in the U.S., whatever this may mean on an individual level, they may have difficulty with 

temporarily deactivating the cultural models (Holland & Quinn, 1987) acquired in childhood to 

interpret events from an ethnorelative point of view in the study abroad setting.  

Speaking further to the issue of “self,” Ushioda and Dörnyei (2009) explain how the L2 

Motivational Self System relates to the concept of “possible selves”: “A basic hypothesis is that 

if proficiency in the target language is part and parcel of one’s ideal or ought-to self, this will 

serve as a powerful motivator to learn the language because of our psychological desire to reduce 

the discrepancy between our current and possible future selves” (p. 4). The three “selves” work 

in tandem together with a feared self in order to motivate the learner to acquire an L2, as long as 

the ideal self is associated with advanced language proficiency and an orientation toward the 

target community. This process requires the ability to imagine a future self, proficient in the 

target language and integrated into the community. But, which group represents the actual target 

community for high school students abroad? Can this target community even be clearly defined, 

given the interconnectedness—through digital media and face-to-face interactions—of these L2 

learners with an extended global network?  

Methods 

Participants 
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This study consisted of nine American high school students between the ages of 15 and 18 who 

were studying abroad in Germany for one year through independent exchange organizations. 

They were all enrolled in Gymnasien—German high schools intended for students who plan to 

attend a university. They lived separately in host families throughout Germany who did not 

receive any financial compensation. The students had varying degrees of prior language 

instruction; four students had taken German prior to their exchange year, and five students 

arrived in Germany without knowledge of German. Among those who reported having taken 

German, the number of years of instruction ranged between two and four. All of the students 

who reported no prior instruction in German had taken between two and four years of a different 

foreign language (Spanish or French). Two of the participants had been raised bilingually, and 

both of these students had taken four years of Spanish or French, respectively. Thus, all nine 

participants had at least some experience with learning a foreign language in formal contexts, 

which has been shown to be a predictor of linguistic gain in the study abroad context (Brecht, 

Davidson, & Ginsberg, 1995). 

Data Collection 

All data for this study was collected online using Survey Monkey, Skype, and an online German 

language placement test (WebCAPE) created at Brigham Young University, who generously 

allowed the researcher to make use of the test free of charge. Data collection for this study 

included a Background Questionnaire with questions about students’ reasons for studying in 

Germany, language background, language use, host family placement, and classes taken at 

school (see Appendix A). Participants were then invited to participate in two semi-structured 

interviews—once at the end of one semester and again at the end of the semester/year. For a list 
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of interview questions, which were adapted from Spenader’s (2011) list of interview questions, 

please refer to Appendix B. These interviews included an unofficial ACTFL Oral Proficiency 

Interview (OPI) with the researcher. In April, students replied to a set of Reflection Questions 

(see Appendix C), with general questions about how their exchange year was going, challenges 

they faced at school and with their host families, their technology use, and changes in their 

identity. These Reflection Questions were based on Spenader’s (2011) Interview Guides. At two 

points during the study, students filled out an Acculturation Index (Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999), 

also adapted from Spenader’s (2011) study, to track in order to track changes in their 

acculturation and access to social networks (see Appendix D). Participants also completed a 

Friendship Network Grid (Hendrickson, Rosen, & Aune, 2011) at two points during the study 

(see Appendix E). For a summary of the data collection procedures, please refer to Figure 1. 

Data Collection Instruments Semester Students Year Students 

WebCape LanguageProficiency 

Test 

January/February 2012 

May/June 2012 

January/February 2012 

May/June 2012 

Acculturation Index/Friendship 

Network Grid 

 

March 2012 

May 2012 

January 2012 

May 2012 

 

E-Mail Questionnaires 

 

January 2012 

April 2012 

January 2012 

April 2012 

Oral Proficiency 

Interviews/Semi-Structured 

Interviews 

January 2012 

May/June 2012 

January 2012 

May/June 2012 

 

Figure 1: Data Collection Timetable 
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The Acculturation Index measures the degree to which individuals are assimilated, integrated, 

separated, or marginalized in their relations to one or more cultural groups. The AI includes 21 

items to which participants assign a score. For the purposes of the present study, the AI was 

slightly modified in order to address categories that would be relevant and understandable to 

youth. Item Number 6, “Material comfort,” was changed to “Standard of living.” Item Number 

10, “Accommodation/residence” was omitted due to the fact that the students had no choice 

regarding their housing. Item Number 16, “Employment Activities” was also omitted because 

none of the students were allowed to hold part-time jobs in Germany. Finally, “school activities” 

was added due to the fact that all of the students, even those who had already graduated from 

high school, were enrolled as full time high school students in Germany.  

Perhaps one point that should be clarified is the difference between assimilation and integration. 

Assimilation refers to the process of interacting with another cultural group while not necessarily 

striving to maintain one’s own culture. Integration, on the other hand, implies that an individual 

values both intergroup relations and maintaining one’s own culture. Both integration and 

assimilation have been associated with higher levels of acculturation in a given setting, however, 

they have been shown to produce different effects. High Assimilation scores on the AI have been 

associated with a greater degree of social adaptation, while high Integration scores have been 

associated with psychological well-being. High Separation scores are associated with difficulties 

on a social level, and high Marginalization scores have been linked to moderate amounts of 

social problems (Ward, Rana-Deuba, 1999). Therefore, it was predicted that participants’ 

Integration and Assimilation scores would have similar effects to Ward and Rana-Deuba’s 

(1999) findings. 
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Data Analysis 

Interview data was coded according to the following three categories: American Identity, 

German Identity, Perceptions of German Identity, and Regional Identity. The responses to the 

Acculturation Index were then calculated, and a score was given for each student for the 

following four categories: More Like a German (Assimilation), Equally Like a German and an 

American (Integration), More Like an American (Separation), and Like Neither an American nor 

a German (Marginalization). The participants provided a score from one to seven—one being 

“not at all similar” and seven being “very similar”—for categories such as clothing, food, 

friendships, etc. For each category, there was a column labeled “American” and a column 

labeled “German,” so two numbers were given for each aspect related to daily life while in 

Germany. The numbers did not have to add up to seven for each item. Thus, it was possible, for 

example, for students to indicate that their food preferences were both very similar to Americans 

and to Germans. The interview data and results of the Acculturation Index were then triangulated 

with the responses to the Reflection Questions that related to national and regional identity in 

order to gain a clearer picture of students’ identity negotiation processes and their perceptions of 

German national identity. 

Findings 

 

More Like a 

German 

(Assimilation) 

Equally Like a 

German and an 

American 

(Integration) 

More Like an 

American 

(Separation) 

Like Neither an 

American or a 

German 

(Marginalization

) 

Sarah 10 4 4 2 

Sylvia 11 3 6 0 

Diane 8 0 12 0 

Ryan 7 4 9 0 
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Allison 10 4 6 0 

David 15 0 5 0 

Marie 5 8 7 0 

Rose 7 0 13 0 

Lindsey 5 1 14 0 
 

Table 1: Participants’ Acculturation Scores After One Semester 

 

More Like a 

German 

(Assimilation) 

Equally Like a 

German and an 

American 

(Integration) 

More Like an 

American 

(Separation) 

Like Neither an 

American or a 

German 

(Marginalization

) 

Sarah 13 1 5 1 

Sylvia 17 0 3 0 

Diane 6 5 9 0 

Ryan 12 3 5 0 

Allison 11 5 4 0 

David 16 0 4 0 

Marie 10 8 2 0 

Rose 17 0 3 0 

Lindsey 1 5 14 0 
 

Table 2: Acculturation Index Report After One Year 

To illustrate how the AI results should be interpreted, I will highlight a few of the students’ 

scores and explain how their scores may relate to varying degrees of acculturation. For example, 

Sarah and Rose demonstrated the highest degree of assimilation, as their Assimilation scores 

were both 17. This means that on 17 of the 21 items, they rated their orientation as being more 

German than American. Lindsey, on the other hand, had the lowest degree of assimilation, as she 

reported a more German orientation towards only one of the items. Lindsey’s separation score of 

14 would indicate that she had a stronger American orientation than a German one at the end of 

her exchange year, which, based on the psychometric testing on the AI, would lead us to believe 



184 

 

that she may have had difficulties with social integration. Marie had the highest integration score 

(8), showing that on several of the items, she held both an American and a German view. 

Reconstructing American Identity Abroad 

Many participants reported having heard criticisms of Americans from their interlocutors abroad. 

These criticisms were both general, referring to negative stereotypes of Americans, and personal, 

related to some behaviors of the students that were attributed to their identities as Americans. As 

a result, some students chose to alter their behavior in order to distance themselves from their 

nationality—an effort to be more positively perceived by their hosts. Marie, a bilingual 

participant who received a score of Advanced Low on the OPI at the semester mark and whose 

assimilation and integration scores were nearly identical, reported the following: 

“I think I probably feel more ‘American’ at this point than I did when I first came here…It’s 

probably because I’ve had to combat the stereotypes of the fat, stupid, close-minded and 

exclusively English-speaking American a lot” (Reflection Questions). 

People in the host community expressed such criticisms of Americans to Marie, despite the fact 

that she academically outperformed many of her German peers and arrived in Germany already 

proficient in three languages. 

Similarly, Diane, who received OPI scores of Intermediate Mid and Advanced Low at the 

semester and year marks, respectively, reported changing her orientation toward her national 

identity in response to negative comments regarding her behavior. During the interview, she 

spoke of these behaviors in terms of national identity: 

“I mean, in America, I was that crazy loud girl who was always like, ‘whoo!’ Like ‘let’s just 

have fun’ type of thing…until Germans were like, ‘why are you so loud? Why don’t you just 
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calm down?’ They liked it, but after a while, they were like, ‘Diane, you’re being annoying. Just 

stop’…And so I think I just adapted to the German way of life and just like chilled out a little 

bit” (Interview 1, 19 February, 2012). 

Though she spoke of altering her behaviors to fit the context, her separation score would suggest 

that she maintained an American cultural orientation throughout her exchange year, though her 

separation score did decrease by four points by the end of the second semester. Her Integration 

score increase from zero to five by the end of the second semester.  

Allison received a score of Intermediate High after one semester and Advanced Low at the end 

of one year on the OPI, After one year, she had an assimilation score of 11 on the AI. She 

reported that others’ (non-critical) comments about her American identity prompted identity 

reconstruction. She also noted the connection between her use of English and her American 

identity. On the Background Questionnaire she wrote: 

“I still feel American since everyone around me knows me and points me out as “the American 

girl.” 

Regarding the connection between language use and identity, she made the following comments 

during the interview: 

“At first, I felt like completely American because I would speak in English, and then people 

would know me as ‘the American girl.’ Sometimes when there’s a misunderstanding, or if I 

don’t understand what they’re saying, or if they don’t understand what I’m saying, and I have to 

resort to English, then, I feel American. Besides that, I feel German.” 

For some students, it was advantageous to maintain an American cultural identity in order to 

remain interesting to their host families and peers at school, while for others, performing an 
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American identity did not make them more attractive to others. Take, for example, Ryan, whose 

OPI score after one semester was Intermediate High. He noted a more German orientation on 12 

items on the AI. For him, displaying an American identity was a way making himself more 

interesting to the people in the host community: 

“I guess I’m one of those people who runs around like…proud to be an American…to play a 

joke on my host siblings. They wanted some songs loaded onto their phone, and I put on the 

Team America theme song” (Interview 1, 10 February 2012). 

In response to the Reflection Questions, Diane also mentioned preserving an American identity 

abroad in order to remain interesting: 

“I’ve tried very hard to become German, but still keep enough American attributes to keep me 

interesting to my German friends and comfortable without becoming a totally different person” 

(Reflection Questions). 

On the other hand, for some students in urban areas, being American did not work to the 

students’ advantage in terms of making them more “interesting” to their peers. For Sarah, who 

had an Assimilation score of ten and a Separation score of four at the end of one semester, and a 

an Assimilation score of thirteen and a Separation score of five after one year, being American 

did not give her a unique status among her peers due to the demographics of her school. She 

received a score of Intermediate Mid after one semester and Intermediate High after one year: 

“I’d say that Germans are the minority in my school. So, it wasn’t like people were attracted to 

me because I was foreign and cool. In American schools, they get help from other kids because 

they’re cool and people wanna know about them, but here I had to really get out there and make 

friends because they weren’t gonna come to me” (Interview 1, 7 February 2012). 
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Thus, for Sarah, there was no incentive to maintain an American identity for the purposes of 

building her social network in a major metropolitan area. She did, however, still identify as 

American, which is in line with her Separation score of five on the AI at the end of one year. 

This is also corroborated by her comments on the Background Questionnaire: 

“I feel even more American than I did before. Being abroad has taught me to love my country. I 

appreciate our freedoms, liberties, and overall melting pot of people more than ever.” 

To summarize, it is clear from the data that, in some cases, students were being identified by 

their national identity instead of being viewed as individuals. Their in-group status as Americans 

became more salient in certain contexts than their personal attributes, even if these attributes 

conflicted with the image of Americans held by their German hosts. For some students, it was 

advantageous to express their American identity in order to gain access to social networks, while 

for others, flagging an American identity was not salient enough to render students as unique in 

metropolitan areas, where high number of international students attended the same Gymnasien as 

the study participants. Some students recognized the close tie between language use and identity 

reconstruction, and how their identities were unstable and situationally dependent. Some 

students, in response to criticisms from their hosts, attributed certain negatively-perceived 

behaviors to their identity as Americans. Finally, some students were fearful of becoming too 

German at the expense of losing aspects of their American identity. This may indicate an 

assumption that, in order to adopt a new identity, one has to abandon the old identity—a view 

which may suggest a subtractive approach to identity (re)construction rather than an additive 

approach. 

Constructing a German Identity and Perceptions of German National Identity 
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Students’ construction of German identities largely involved cultural artifacts and behavioral 

changes. In other words, their construction of an identity which may be associated with the 

German nation state was mostly on a superficial level and related to changes in observable 

behaviors and not necessarily underlying value systems or worldviews. Allison commented on 

the questionnaire that she could envision herself continuing to use a bike as transportation and 

eat Abendbrot (German evening meal) once she was back in the U.S. She made similar 

comments during the interview: 

“Just like riding my bike to school every day…eating bread for dinner every night. I’m not used 

to that. And that’s just normal for me now. And then eating dinner—in America, I didn’t really 

eat dinner that often with my family, but here I eat dinner very often with the family” (Interview 

1, 21 February 2012).  

David, who received a score of Advanced Low after one semester and Advanced Mid at the end 

of one year, also mentioned changes in habits. Notable scores on the AI were his Assimilation 

scores, which were fifteen and sixteen at the end of one semester and one year, respectively. 

After one semester, he had the highest Assimilation score of this group of nine, and his 

Assimilation score at the end of his exchange year was the second highest. On the Background 

Questionnaire, he listed: “punctuality, the beauty of silence, family meals, and house shoes” as 

being associated with a German identity. Diane provided a similar list: “shorter showers, eating 

habits, tone of voice.”  

The only participant to touch on issues of deep culture was Sylvia, whose Assimilation score on 

the AI increased from eleven to seventeen and whose OPI score remained at Intermediate Mid by 

the end of her exchange year. Regarding behavioral changes while in Germany, she stated the 
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following on the Background Questionnaire: “I eat the German way, I have independence like 

other German teenagers, and I am beginning to see things the way Germans would.” 

National identity remains a complex issue in Germany due to its history. In recent years, in part 

due to World Cup soccer, more Germans have started expressing their national identity, mostly 

in the context of sporting events. The participants in this study demonstrated a keen awareness of 

the issues surrounding German national identity, and to some extent, associated German national 

identity with soccer. When asked on the Background Questionnaire how “German” she felt, 

Marie responded: “’German enough to defend Germany and cheer for Germany in 

soccer/handball/other international sport competitions.” 

Sylvia also related sports and patriotism in the following statements during the interview:  

Yeah, I heard that the people in Germany are not as proud of their country as Americans 

and that there aren’t as many flags. But, then, in my first week here, I saw so many 

German flags and thought, that’s completely wrong! There are a lot of German flags here 

and in the village there are also a lot, and I don’t know if that’s because of soccer or not, 

but even still, we have the flags and I think they are just as proud. Of course, not as proud 

as in the USA. (Interview 1, 10 February 2012) 

[Ja, also ich habe gehört, dass in Deutschland, die Leute sind nicht so stoltz wie die 

Amerikaner Leute und dass es gibt nicht so viele Flaggen, aber dann in mein erste 

Woche, wenn ich hier war, ich habe so viel deutsche Flagge gesehen und ich dachte, das 

ist komplett falsch. Also, es gibt viele deutsche Fahne hier und auch im Dorf gibt es viele 

und ich weiß nicht, ob das wegen Fußball ist oder nicht, aber trotzdem wir haben die 
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Fahne und ich glaube, sie werden ebenso stoltz. Natürlich nicht so stoltz wie in die USA.] 

(Interview 1, 10 February 2012) 

Some students went beyond describing German national identity and expressed their attitudes 

towards this identity. Marie, for example, stated:  

I learned that (and this is something that always shocks me and makes me kind of sad) to 

hang a German flag outside, at least before the World Cup in 2006, was seen as basically 

being a Neo-Nazi... it really makes me sad to realize that there's a whole generation of 

young people here who have to and have had to combat the prejudice laid down almost 

70 years ago. (Reflection Questions) 

Sylvia’s sentiments were similar: “ eah, well, to be honest, I think it’s a shame that the Germans 

only show their patriotism during soccer. And, somehow I think it’s a shame because they have 

such a beautiful country and everything” (Interview 2, 16 June 2012). [„Ja, also, ehrlich gesagt, 

finde ich es ein bisschen schade, dass die Deutschen zeigen ihr Patriotismus nur wenn Fußball 

ist. Und irgendwie finde ich das schade, weil sie haben so ein schönes Land und alles”] 

(Interview 2, 16 June 2012). 

Students were keenly aware of the complex issues surrounding displays of German patriotism, 

noting that Germans did not demonstrate patriotism in the same way or to the same degree as 

what they were used to seeing in the U.S. Some students perceived this phenomenon in a 

negative light. Students’ constructions of a German identity remained largely on a surface level, 

with changes in behaviors being the main ways in which this identity was expressed. Finally, in 

the case of David, a high Assimilation score was coupled with high language proficiency in the 



191 

 

Advanced range, whereas, for Sylvia, her score of Intermediate Mid remained unchanged despite 

having the highest Assimilation score among the group by the end of the year. 

Constructing an L2 Regional Identity 

Through customs and the use of non-standard L2 varieties, some students developed a regional 

identity while living in Germany. Marie developed an affinity for the particular foods for which 

her region was well-known, and she enjoyed learning the nuances of the local dialect which set it 

apart from Standard German. Specifically, she noted how her host mother would sometimes 

speak in dialect, allowing Marie additional L2 input that enabled her to learn alternate 

pronunciations of words she already knew in High German. On the Background Questionnaire, 

she even stated (in German) that she was a member of the region in which she was residing in 

Germany. (It is interesting to note that the rest of her responses were in English.) 

The quote from Sarah at the beginning of this article also illustrates strong regional affiliation. 

Similar to Marie’s case, the regional dialect was also important for Sarah’s sense of self while 

abroad. In response to the question about regional identity, she responded with a quote from a 

poem written in the local dialect (Reflection Questions). When speaking of the city in which she 

lived in Germany, she also listed several aspects of the city that she had come to appreciate: 

“And [name of city] is a really international city….It’s not the capital of the European Union, but 

it’s almost as important as Brussels. So, I mean, there’s a lot of pride here, and I guess I’ve just 

picked it up…I had such a perfect family here and such a perfect life that I guess it’s easy for me 

to identify with my area and all of the typical [name of city] things. I mean, there’s [name of 

city] songs and food…parades…memorabilia, T-shirts, and so it’s really easy to identify with a 

big city…” (Interview 1, 7 February 2012). 
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Diane also expressed a strong regional affiliation, tied to traditions: “I love my little town 

because I come from a pretty big town…I love it here, and everyone knows each other, and it’s 

so cute” (Interview 1, 19 February 2012). She also stated in the same interview that she 

associated her town with local festivals and a strong sense of community. 

Students developed strong connections to their local communities while in Germany—

connections which were at times tied to local L2 varieties. According to Marie, she was sensitive 

to differences between Standard German and a local dialect. Sarah also demonstrated an 

awareness of local dialect, which she also used when identifying food items common to her 

region.  

Rejecting National Identity Labels 

The two male students in this study, David and Ryan, expressed dissatisfaction with having to 

categorize their identity in terms of “German” or “American” during the interviews and in the 

responses to the Reflection Questions. They provided reasons for their well-founded discontent, 

which I will discuss in this section. Although Ryan did mention some specific ways in which he 

felt German, such as “riding the train,” and “wearing a scarf,” (Ryan, Reflection Questions) he 

called for a different way of defining himself and those around him: 

“It’s not an easy thing to define what it means to be ‘German,’ or for that matter, 

‘American.’  ou could define it by political or cultural standpoints, but the personal 

standpoints change everything. Being ‘German’ is very much like being ‘American’ in 

many respects. In the end, I try not to define people by nationality, but by character” 

(Ryan, Reflection Questions). 
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In both an interview and the Reflection Questions, David also rejected the binary category of 

German/American in three instances of being directly asked about national identity. On the 

questionnaire, when asked how ‘German’ he felt at that point in his exchange year, he wrote:  

I feel that, as a person, I’ve grown considerably and that I’ve been exposed to different 

ideas, etc. that wouldn’t have been available to me in America. But, I don’t feel that I 

have any particular allegiance to either side of ‘German’ or ‘American.’ I’ve learned and 

become used to new customs and behaviors, but I feel no more closer to one or the other. 

I’m simply someone who has gotten the chance to experience the everyday and language 

of a different country and has been further molded by the experience. (Reflection 

Questions) 

When asked about his American identity on the Reflection Questions, he responded: “As I said 

previously, I don’t feel a lean to either ‘German’ or ‘American.’ The way I see myself, I’m a 

person and student looking to broaden my horizons and better my life experience….[in] a 

different culture. I have no particular allegiance.” During the interview, he stated: “I still 

couldn’t say that I’m more American or more German, but I could definitely say that…I’ve 

changed since I’ve been in Germany” (Interview 1, 25 February 2012). Later in the interview, he 

reiterated that he did not specifically identify with either nationality:  

I still wouldn’t necessarily say that I feel a particular allegiance to America or Germany. I 

see this more as just a personal experience…to get a different perspective and to maybe 

change my opinions on certain things or basically to mold me as a person…I don’t really 

look at it as a nationality kind of thing. (Interview 1, 25 February 2012) 
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Although she did not criticize the use of “American” and “German” as possible identity 

categories, Sarah, like the two male participants, expressed her identity on different terms: “I live 

in an extremely international city…most of the people I come in contact with are not German. 

My best friends in Germany are Serbian and Persian and speak fluently those respective 

languages. This is why, I believe, my exchange year has been and is completely different than 

those kids living in small German towns. I’d say I feel more like an exchange student of Europe, 

than specifically Germany” (Reflection Questions).  

When given the terms “American” and “German,” David and Ryan expressed a preference for 

defining themselves and others as individuals, rather than using national labels for categorization 

purposes. In Sarah’s case, the international context in which she was living may have influenced 

the way she was experiencing identity reconstruction. Within this setting, she viewed herself as 

developing a European identity admidst the international community in her city and school. 

Discussion 

Identity Construction, Habitus, and the L2 Motivational Self System 

The findings suggest all three components of Dörnyei’s L2 Motivational Self System are at work 

as exchange students reconstruct their national and regional identities. For Marie and Diane, the 

“feared self” was associated with negative stereotypes of Americans, which served as a powerful 

motivator to distance themselves from these negative images by changing certain behaviors. On 

a surface level, students adopted new music and food preferences, modes of transportation, ways 

of speaking, dressing, interpreting silence, and developed a different understanding of 

organization and punctuality. Among the changes that were mentioned by the participants, eating 

habits were the most often cited behavioral changes. This finding concurs with other studies on 



195 

 

the role that food plays in expressing cultural and national identity in study abroad contexts 

(DuFon, 2006; Cook, 2006; Iino, 2006). 

The fear of being marginalized by the host community can motivate students to adopt and grow 

into new identities, allowing them access to a new community. As Norton (2000) points out, 

peripheral participation depends on the community allowing a newcomer in (as cited in Regan & 

Chasaide, 2010). Because the exchange students in this study were geographically separated 

from each other, becoming marginalized from the local German community would have meant a 

lack of a social network during the exchange—online communities aside. 

Perhaps an additional “feared self” for some was the self that was associated with treachery. 

Becoming too German or distancing oneself too much from one’s American identity could be 

viewed by some in a negative light, given the high value placed on patriotism in American 

society. Lantolf and Thorne (2006) discuss how habitus is learned at an early age: “As Bourdieu 

(1990) notes, the inculcation of habitus that occurs in childhood is extremely robust and in most 

cases takes years of schooling to change” (p. 44). Though this statement appears within the 

context of a discussion of habitus and school performance among minority groups, the central 

point is that the values and ways of doing things that are learned during childhood are relatively 

fixed and then applied to new situations. In the case of the exchange students in this study, some 

may have carried with them the value that being patriotic is something positive, and to not 

demonstrate patriotism is, by default, negative. Thus, it may have been the fear of appearing 

unpatriotic that kept some students from distancing themselves too much from an American 

national identity.  
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The high value placed on patriotism in the United States may have also contributed to students’ 

negative appraisal of the limited expressions of patriotism in Germany when compared to the 

United States. Thus, the L2 Motivational Self System, which dictated that they “ought” to be 

patriotic for “fear” of being viewed as a traitor, and the concept of habitus, which explains the 

transfer of an acquired value system to a different cultural field, help explain how students 

reconstructed their national identities and viewed others’ behavior through their own cultural 

framework. 

However, considering the young ages of the participants, one could say that they were still in a 

process of defining themselves, as this is a phenomenon which occurs throughout adolescence. It 

could be that the students in this study were still developing their sense of self, and that the study 

abroad period marked a disruption in this process. Savicki & Cooley (2011) note how the study 

abroad context can include a disruption in identity construction. As their study was conducted 

with college students, it can be assumed that this disruption may occur on an even greater scale, 

the younger the participants are. 

For some, the “ideal self” was one that demonstrated a strong affiliation with a non-standard 

variety of German and regional customs. Affiliating oneself with a region could be more 

advantageous to being accepted in the local community than taking on a new identity associated 

with the country as a whole. Because high school exchange students are in a unique position to 

receive significant amounts of input in a dialect while overseas due to the host family setting, it 

would make sense that developing a regional identity may take precedence over a national 

identity. In the case of study abroad, adopting a regional identity is a move to be accepted in 

one’s immediate environment. 
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An interesting finding in this study is that the strongest rejection of national identity came from 

the two male participants and one female participant in this study. Whether gender may have 

played a role here is hard to say, but the finding is none-the-less worth pointing out, since other 

studies have shown that national identity in a study abroad context can be particularly salient for 

male participants. For example, Kinginger (2008) found that, for one of the American male 

participants in her study of study abroad students in France, performing an American masculine 

identity as a “defender of women’s honor” became a salient identity marker while abroad. In the 

current study, it is primarily the male participants who are distancing themselves from an 

American national identity. 

Clearly, what exactly is meant by “ideal self,” “ought to self,” and “feared self,” is different for 

each person. However, the collective “ideal self,” towards which the students in this study are 

striving, seems to be one that is multilingual, multicultural, and adaptable. 

Pedagogical Implications 

Every foreign language learner, in both study abroad and at-home contexts, can benefit from 

instruction on the role that identity can play in their own language learning process. A starting 

point would be to help students realize how their L1(s) are tied to their own ethnic, regional, and 

national identities. While it can be difficult for students in an at-home context to identify with 

members of the host community when there is no direct contact with speakers of the target 

language, students can be provided with opportunities to create ideal selves related to the L2. 

The ability to visualize oneself as a proficient L2 speaker can provide students with the 

integrative motivation necessary to reach advanced proficiency. Al-Sheri (2009) explains the 

power of visualization to create identities associated with the target culture. As shown in this 
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study, growing into a new self, associated with an L2 goes beyond adopting new behaviors, ways 

of speaking, and value systems associated with the L2. This new self transcends national 

boundaries and can involve the use of multiple languages and dialects as one’s social network 

abroad includes people from all over the world.  

Due to the variety of potential interests students may have related to the target culture, it is 

important to expose them to a wide range of cultural artifacts and behaviors so that students have 

options when deciding on how their future selves may be aligned with other speakers of the 

language being studied. As Webb, Schirato, and Danaher (2002) note, “rather than having stable 

identities, people have to ‘make do’ with whatever is at hand, so to speak” (p. 43). If students 

have no models of the language skills, cultural practices, and value systems associated with the 

L2, there is little room for them to work on developing new identities. However, when a rich 

imaginary L2 context is constructed in the classroom, students are able to latch on to aspects of 

the target culture which could be incorporated into their own image of their future selves. 

Limitations of the Study 

Due to the small sample size in this study, no generalizations can be made regarding the 

(re)construction of national and regional identities during study abroad. However, this study may 

provide initial conclusions about the acquisition of regional identities and dialects and the 

reconstruction of national identities in the study abroad setting. Another limitation of the study 

involves the use of the modified Acculturation Index (AI). While the AI used in this study was 

very similar to that developed by Ward and Rana-Deuba (1999), it is unknown how the 

modifications of this index for use in this study may have affected its validity and reliability. 

Suggestions for Future Research 
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Considering that the acquisition of habitus is mostly an unconscious process that begins in early 

childhood (Webb et al., 2002), it may not be the case that all exchange students possess 

metacognitive awareness of their own cultural schemata. Future research should look into the 

role that metacognition plays in identity reconstruction abroad, as this may help them with the 

acculturation process.  

There is also substantial research indicating that some L2 dialects are easier than others to 

comprehend, based on students’ L1 (e.g. Baker & Smith, 2010; Eisenstein & Verdi, 1985). Based 

on this evidence, it would be advantageous for those involved with study abroad to investigate 

which varieties of German may be easier for students to acquire based on their L1. This may 

have implications for where students are placed and the language instruction which many 

exchange students receive during their first month abroad. During this first month, students study 

Standard German regardless of where they will reside during their exchange year. It may be 

beneficial for students, in cases where the region where they will live is known well in advance, 

to begin learning the dialect that is spoken in their area in addition to High German, which they 

will need for academic purposes. 
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Appendix A: Background Questionnaire 

 

1. How old are you in years and months? Example: 17 yrs. 4 mos. 

2. What is your gender? 

3. If you had spent the semester/year in the U.S., what grade would you have been in? 

4. Which language(s) was/were commonly spoken in the home when you were a child? 

5. Why did you decide to participate in a YFU exchange program in Germany? 

6. Prior to your YFU exchange, did you take German courses in school? 

7. If you did take German courses prior to your exchange, how many years of German instruction 

did you receive, and how many hours per week did you have German? 

8. Prior to your YFU exchange, did you spend time in a German-speaking country? If so, when and 

for how long? 

9. Prior to your exchange, did you study any foreign languages besides German? If so, for how 

many years did you study this language, and how many hours of instruction did you receive per 

week? 

10. Circle which YFU exchange program you participated in: semester/year 

11. In which city/town/village and Bundesland did you live in Germany during your exchange? 

12. During your exchange program, were you outside of Germany for longer than three weeks, i.e. 

did you leave the program early, travel back to the U.S. for longer than three weeks? 

13. During your exchange, did you take any “German as a Foreign Language” classes? This would 

NOT include German classes you took at your Gymnasium as part of the normal curriculum. For 

how many months and hours per week did you take these courses? 

14. List all classes you took at your Gymnasium in Germany and indicate the grade levels these 

classes were at. Example: math, 11
th
; English, 13

th
; German, 11

th
; P.E. 11

th
; Latin, 9

th
 

15. Describe your host family by listing host family members along with their ages or approximate 

ages. Only include individuals who lived in the same household as you. Example: host mother, 

40; host father, 43; host brother, 10; host sister, 15. 

16. During your exchange, did you participate in any extra-curricular activities (music groups, clubs, 

sports, community service)? Please describe the nature of these activities by indicating which 

activities and the amount of time you were engaged in them. 
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17. Describe your language use by indicating with whom you spoke German, English, or another 

language and how much you used these languages with particular people/groups of people. Circle 

“N/A” if the choice does not apply to your living situation: 

 

 English German Other 

Language:__________________ 

Host Mother: 

(N/A) 

 

 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never  

Host Father: 

(N/A) 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Host Siblings: 

(N/A) 

 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Host Grandparent(s): 

(N/A) 

 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Classmates/Friends: Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Teachers/Coaches: 

 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 
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People in the 

Community: 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Other:____________ Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

Always 

Mostly 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

 

Appendix B: Interview Guides 

Interview Guides (adapted from Spenader 2011) 

Questions about the Host Family 

1. Tell me about your German host family. 

2. What sorts of activities do you do together? 

3. Do you enjoy spending time with your host family? 

4. What members of your host family do you feel closest to? Why? 

5. Does your host family help you learn German? What does your host family do to help you learn 

German? 

6. What things does your host family do that you find somewhat strange? 

7. Can you tell me about a situation in which you had to adapt to a new behavior to fit in with your 

host family? 

8. Do you think your family is a “typical” German family? Why or why not? 

9. How much of what is going on around you at home do you understand? 

10. Do you feel like a member of your host family? In what way? 

Questions about School 

1. Tell me about your Gymnasium. 

2. Tell me about your classes. 

3. Tell me about your first day of school. 

4. Do you enjoy attending classes. Why or why not? 

5. Have you been successful at making friends at school? Tell me about the process of making friends 

at school? 

6. Do you tend to speak English or German (or another language) with your friends? Why? 

7. Are you getting good grades in your courses? Why or why not? 

8. What classes do you enjoy most? Why? 

9. What classes do you not enjoy? Why? 

10. How much have the teachers and other school employees helped you adjust to your new school? 
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11. How much have your classmates helped you adjust to your new school? 

12. Are you involved in extracurricular activities? Tell me about that. 

13. Can you tell me about a situation at school in which you had a cultural misunderstanding? 

14. Can you tell me about a situation in which you had to adapt to a new behavior to fit in with your 

classmates? 

15. What would you say are the biggest differences between a German Gymnasium and an American 

high school? 

16. How much of what is going on around you in school do you understand? 

17. Do you feel like a member of your class? Why or why not? 

General Questions 

1. All in all, how do you feel your semester or year is going in Germany? 

2. How “German” do you feel at this point? 

3. Do you feel a particular connection to the region in Germany in which you live? Please describe 

this. 

4. How “American” do you feel at this point? 

5. Do you feel a particular connection to the region in the U.S. where you are from? 

Appendix C: Reflection Questions 

E-Mail Questionnaire (adapted from Spenader, 2011) 

 

1. In general, how do you feel your semester or year in Germany is going? 

2. What are your biggest challenges living with your host family right now? 

3. What is the biggest challenge you face with German friends? 

4. What are the biggest challenges you face at school right now? 

5. At this point in the year, how many hours a day are you spending speaking German? 

6. Where are you learning the most German? What is it about these contexts that helps you learn? 

7. In what contexts are you using English (or other languages)? 

8. How many hours per week do you spend communicating with friends and family from home online 

(Facebook, Skype, etc.)? 

9. How many hours per week do you spend communicating with people you’ve met in Germany 

online (Facebook, Skype, etc.)? 

10.When communicating online with people you’ve met in Germany, which language(s) do you use? 

11. Have you learned anything new about what it means to be German? 

12. How “German” do you feel at this point? Why? 

13. How closely tied to your region in Germany do you feel at this point? Why? 

14. How “American” do you feel at this point? Why? 

15. How closely tied to your region in the U.S. do you feel at this point? Why? 

 

Appendix D: Acculturation Index 

Acculturation Index (adapted from Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999 as cited in Spenander, 2011) 
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(The following directions have been adapted from Spenander, 2011.) 

 

This index is concerned with how you see yourself in relation to other Americans and Germans. You are asked to 

consider two questions about your current lifestyle. Are your experiences and behaviors similar to Americans? Are 

your experiences and behaviors similar to Germans? Use the following scale to indicate how similar your various 

experiences of daily life are compared to Americans and Germans. 

 

Not at all similar 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very similar 

 

Enter your response (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, or 7 in each box.) 

 

 Americans Germans 

16. Clothing   

17. Pace of Life   

18. General Knowledge   

19. Food preferences/eating 

habits 

  

20. Religious beliefs   

21. Standard of living   

22. Recreational activities   

23. Self-identity   

24. Family life   

25. Values   

26. Friendships   

27. Communication styles   

28. Cultural activities   

29. Language   

30. Perceptions of Americans   

31. Perceptions of Germans   

32. Political ideology   

33. Worldview   

34. Social customs   

35. School activities   

 

Appendix E: Friendship Network Grid (adapted from Hendrickson & Rosen, 2009) 

 

Please think hard about all the individuals who you consider to be your friend in Germany. On a 

separate page, you will be asked to identify two things about each friend. First, you will indicate 

where they are from: 
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1=an individual from the USA 

2=an individual from a country besides Germany, not American 

3=an individual local to Germany or has lived in Germany for a long time and considers 

themselves local 

Second, indicate the strength of this friendship by choosing the appropriate number on a scale 

from 1 to 10, basing your analysis on the following reference points. Please use anything that 

may help you remember friends; cell phone, address book, Facebook page, etc. 

10. You could count on this person for anything at any time. Activities are more enjoyable when 

spent with this person. You share intimate information with this person. You accept and 

appreciate this person for who they are. This person understands you and you have a great deal 

of respect for them. You are comfortable being together through interactions in multiple social 

contexts. There is a sense of mutuality in the relationship, with each partner’s needs known and 

supported. You will for sure remain in contact with them after your stay in Germany. 

9. 

8. 

7. 

6.  

5. If you pass each other at school or in the neighborhood, you would stop and say “hello.”  ou 

may or may not have their phone number/other contact information. You would consider having 

them over if you were having a big party. They know very little about you interpersonally but 

you definitely have a friendly relationship with them. You enjoy having a conversation with 

them. They are more than a mere acquaintance from class or other activity. It is possible that you 

will remain in contact with them after your program in Germany. 

4. 

3. 

2. 

1. Individuals you know from class, housing, or other mutual groups. If you needed basic 

information about class assignments or other issues, you could go to them. Unless the 

relationship changes in some major way, you will not be in contact with them after you leave. 

Based on these definitions, list the names of friends, marking the number indicating where they 

are from and rank them on the scale. Then, delete names of friends to ensure anonymity.  

 

 


