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Abstract

This paper presents a mapping literature review of 27 studies published between
2012 and 2017 dealing with the process and the outcomes of study-abroad program-
mes in higher education.

The studies were selected after two rounds of review. The first round included
1,371 studies’ abstracts, retrieved from 10 databases and the second round review
included 148 studies closely investigated based on selection criteria that targeted
empirical studies investigating international students and scholars in post-gradu-
ate programmes and staff and scholar exchange programmes in higher education
contexts that used transformative learning as a theoretical framework alone or in
combination with other theories. The review aims to clarify key concepts in the the-
ory of transformative learning, research methods conducted in study abroad context
and main factors contributing to learner potential transformative experiences. Its
findings may be useful for study abroad students and higher education institutions.
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1. Introduction

Study abroad outcomes have been widely investigated through cultural,
intercultural, and developmental theoretical frameworks. However, recent
research has shown interest in its transformative dimension (Savicki, 2008),
as there is scholarly consensus that study abroad experience has a profound
impact on the lives of students, and is often labelled ‘life changing’ or ‘tran-
sformative’ (Hunter, 2008, p. 93; Selby, 2008, p. 1). In their review of transfor-
mative learning research, Taylor and Snyder (2011) note that while the term
‘transformative’ is commonly used in this context, it often lacks a solid the-
oretical basis. They critique the lack of original literature reviews in the field
and challenge the notion that transformative learning is uniformly positive.
They also identify a gap in the literature regarding the nature of disorientati-
on, its influence on critical reflection and perspective transformation analysis
in context.

Jack Mezirow, the originator of the transformative learning theory, defined it
as the ‘learning that transforms problematic frames of reference to make them
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more inclusive, discriminating, reflective, open and emotionally able to change’
(Mezirow, 2009, p. 22). His model of personal transformation involves changing
‘frames of reference’ through ‘critical reflection’ in the following ten identified
phases (Mezirow, 1991, pp. 168-169):

Adisorienting dilemma
. Self-examination with feelings of guilt and shame
. Acritical assessment of epistemic, socio-cultural, or psychic assumptions
. Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are
shared, and that others have negotiated a similar change
. Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions
. Planning of a course of action
. Acquisition of knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans
. Provisional trying of new roles
. Buildingofcompetenceandself-confidenceinnewrolesandrelationships
10. Reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s
new perspective
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The initial phases address crisis response, while phases three to five emp-
hasize critical reflection for change. Mezirow posits that disorientation is a
negative experience, leading to self-examination and identity threat. Learners
either engage in denial or critically assess their assumptions. On finding distor-
tions, they move through planning, skill acquisition, and trying and reinforcing
new perspectives and roles (phases four to nine), culminating in a transformed
reintegration (phase ten).

Transformative learning theory has been a subject of significant scholarly
focus (Kitchenham, 2008)., with two predominant traditions identified in North
America and Europe (Kokkos, 014; Kokkos & Koulaouzides, 2011) and two main
theoretical perspectives: individual and social (Taylor & Snyder, 2011). Both
perspectives aim to dismantle long-standing beliefs and roles, culminating in
a transformed self. However, while the individual perspective emphasizes per-
sonal change through discourse or authentic expression, the social perspective
aims to change one’s relationship with broader social structures.

Early critiques of transformative learning theory targeted its neglect of
context, power, and relationships (Cervero & Wilson, 2001; Clark & Wilson, 1991;
Collard & Law, 1989; Inglis, 1998; Wilson, 1999) and its undue focus on rational
aspects of critical reflection (Dirkx, 1998). Subsequent criticisms argued that the
term ‘transformative learning’ was becoming a catch-all label, lacking scienti-
fic rigor in explaining its mechanisms and outcomes (Brookfield, 2000; Kegan,
2000; Kucukaydin & Cranton, 2013; Newman, 2012; Taylor & Cranton, 2013; Taylor
& Laros, 2014). The theory’s evolving nature led to fragmentation, especially

162



Bardha Qirezi: TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING AND STUDY ABROAD

between rational and extra-rational approaches within the individual perspe-
ctive, and between the individual and social perspectives (Taylor & Cranton,
2013; Taylor & Snyder, 2011). This led to greater awareness of unresolved issues
and spurred efforts towards integrative research methodologies.

Integrative approaches to transformative learning account for the interplay
between the individual and the social context, emphasizing how this shapes
learner identity (llleris, 2013; Jarvis, 2011). These scholars argue that Mezirow’s
definition, while foundational, overlooks factors like the intuitive, emotional,
and regressive elements that contribute to transformation (llleris, 2013; Jarvis,
2011). According to Illeris (2007), learning is the identity’s core dimension that
enables the ‘coherent development of meaning, functionality, sensitivity and
sociality’ involving interaction between an individual and the social environ-
ment (llleris, 2007, p. 139).

Illeris and Jarvis expand upon Mezirow’s definition by describing transfor-
mative learning as a change that impacts the learner’s identity, underscoring
the multidimensional nature of the learning process. For Jarvis, learning is an
ongoing, transformative process that spans the rational to the irrational (Jarvis,
201, p. 26). Illeris similarly asserts that transformative learning encompasses
all forms of learning that effect identity change (llleris, 2013, p. loc 1074). This
broader view accommodates the ‘coherent development of meaning, functio-
nality, sensitivity, and sociality’ as mediated through the interaction between
anindividual and their social milieu (llleris, 2007, p. 139).

Regarding the study abroad experience, it is suggested that cultural diffe-
rences between the home and host countries trigger a crisis that innately pro-
vokes adjustment, self-exploration, and crossing of various existing personal,
cultural, and professional boundaries. Conceptualising the term boundary as
a ‘socio-cultural difference leading to discontinuity in action or interaction’
(Akkerman & Bakker, 2011, p. 133), a study abroad experience involves crossing
geographical boundaries as well as overcoming disparities and establishing
continuity across the two cultures. Oberg (1960) and Gullahorn and Gullahorn
(1963) claim that back and forth adjustments between entry and re-entry in the
host and home countries cause the supposed ‘culture shock’ and a ‘reverse cul-
ture shock’, respectively (Gaw, 2000; Gullahorn & Gullahorn, 1963; Oberg, 1960).
Both terms refer to a crisis students undergo because of encountering differen-
ces and personal growth experiences. The resulting tension provides a space in
which they may participate and compare various perspectives that may in turn
lead to significant learning and boundary-crossing across their lives’ diverse
dimensions.

This review aims to explore the usefulness of the transformative learning
theory as a framework to analyse cross cultural learning. The main review que-
stions are as follows:

163



KAKAV ODGOJ ZELIMO?

1. What is the focus of inquiry, and which are the predominant research
strategies?

2. What is the triggering events’ role in cross-cultural learning?

. What is critical reflection’s role in cross-cultural learning?

4. What are the transformative learning outcomesin cross-cultural learning?

w

2. Method

The literature review focussed on studies that investigated transformative
learning experiences in post-graduate programmes in the higher education
contexts. It was based on a scoping review which according to Pham at al.(2014),
maps the literature on a certain topic to identify and clarify key concepts and
gaps in literature. The search covered studies from 2012 to 2017 in the Australian
Education Index, British Education Index, Education Resources Information
Center, Proquest, Index to Thesis, Sage, Scopus, Science Direct, Project Muse,
and Networked Digital Library of Theses and Dissertations. In addition to these,
proceedings of the Transformative Learning Conferences and other studies that
were identified during the literature reviewing were purposefully included in
the review. This topic’s importance is justified by the abundant research retrie-
ved using the descriptor ‘transformative’, an inaccurate description of the study
level or the study abroad experience type in their descriptors, thus resulting in
the retrieval of all kinds of papers with different sorts of cross-cultural expe-
riences. Thus, after the first and second scans of the abstracts, 148 results were
further investigated for selection based on the following criteria:

» Internationalstudentsenrolledin full- or part-time study abroad post-gra-
duate programmes (Master’s or PhD) for at least one year

» Students registered for graduate programmes with or without a transfor-
mative learning intention.

» Sojourners and returnees from staff and scholar exchange programmes

» Higher education settings

» Transformative learning as a theoretical framework alone or in combina-
tion with other theories

» The grounded theory or concepts regarding identity, adjustment, entry,
and re-entry

» Methodology chapter (empirical)

Appendix 1 shows the retrieved results and selections from each round. From

the 27 studies reviewed, 10 employed only transformative learning as a theoreti-
cal framework (Boyer et al., 2006; Brock, 2010; Faulk et al., 2010; Glisczinski, 2007;
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Hamza, 2010; Lennox, 2005; Morrice, 2013; Ritz, 2006; Stevens-Long et al., 2012;
Taylor, 2003). However, nine studies used the transformative learning theory in
combination with other theories: the environment-person interaction schema
theory and the Johari Window (Chang et al., 2012), symbolic interactionism and
intercultural competency (Erichsen, 2009), ‘reverse culture shock’ and intercul-
tural personhood (Gill, 2010), other adult learning and development theories,
the chaos and complexity theory (Kung, 2007), culture shock, self-efficacy, and
communication (Milstein, 2005), intercultural adjustment (Park, 2002), social
change (Pasquariello, 2009), international experiential education (Tacey, 2012),
and intercultural competency (Taylor, 1994). Eight other studies did not use the
transformative learning theory; however, they found transformative learning
to be an outcome of a cross-cultural experience. They employed the network
theory and learning’s socio-cultural perspectives (Baker & Pifer, 2011), re-entry
(Chang, 2009), social practice theory (Chapman & Pyvis, 2006), identity (Gu,
2009), cultural identity and repatriation (Sussman, 2002), and grounded theory
(Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006; Pasquariello, 2009; Wong, 2008). Therefore, the transfor-
mative learning theory was used in 17 studies as a theoretical framework.

3. Key Findings
3.1. Focus of the inquiry and employed research strategies

The inquiry in the reviewed studies predominantly focussed on the indivi-
dual and could be grouped into three main categories: 1) the transformative
learning process during student involvement in the study abroad and graduate
programmes; 2) the study abroad and graduate programmes’ outcomes; and
3) the role of context and relationships in facilitating and integrating transfor-
mation. Besides identifying the transformative learning’s existence and its
precursor steps (Boyer et al., 2006; Brock, 2010; Glisczinski, 2007), research also
explored the triggers or disorienting dilemmas that students experienced, the
coping strategies used, and the cognitive and affective processes of develop-
ment and changes pupils encountered while attempting to adapt and adjust
(Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006; Boyer et al., 2006; Chang et al., 2012; Gu, 2009; Kung,
2007; Pasquariello, 2009; Ritz, 2006).

The studies that focussed on the transformative learning experience out-
comes examined the modifications in knowledge and attitudes (Faulk et al.,
2010), the nature of change in the meaning structures (Park, 2002), variations in
understanding and consciousness (Sariyant, 2002), modifications in personal
growth and development (Gu, 2009; Milstein, 2005; Stevens-Long et al., 2012;
Taylor, 1994; Taylor, 2003), impact on life choices (Tacey, 2012), and changes
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in identity (Erichsen, 2009; Wong, 2008). The role of transformative learning’s
context and integration was explored in four studies (Chapman & Pyvis, 2006;
Gill, 2010; Hamza, 2010; Sussman, 2002; Taylor, 2003). Two studies assessed
relationships in the transformative learning experience (Baker & Pifer, 2011,
Chang, 2009) and three investigated the returnees’ integration of cross-cultural
experience in their home country (Chang, 2009; Gill, 2010; Sussman, 2002).

The research strategies predominantly followed the interpretative paradi-
gm using mainly qualitative methods. Out of 27 studies, 17, 5, and 5 employed
qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods research strategies, respectively.
The studies primarily included 1 to 59 participants, with an average of 21 for
qualitative research. When quantitative or mixed methods were utilised, they
included a larger number of participants. Appendix 2 shows the destination,
types of programmes, samples, methods, and instruments of the studies sele-
cted for review.

Qualitative design strategies comprised case study, phenomenology, and
narratives; moreover, they chiefly used purposeful, snowball, and criteria-ba-
sed samplings. The majority of the research employed in-depth interviews,
whereas some also used reflective journals, drawing, and reflective rituals. In
general, the studies were based on retrospective accounts.

The quantitative investigations in the research used various instruments to
gauge distinct facets of learning. King’s (2009) Learning Activity Survey was em-
ployed in three studies to assess whether participants had undergone transfor-
mative learning, the stages they associated with, and the educational activities
that facilitated this transformation. However, alternate studies used tailored
instruments to measure self-efficacy and intercultural competence. These
investigations faced challenges related to student response timing and instru-
ment sensitivity. For instance, Brock (2010) identified inconsistencies between
preliminary responses and subsequent reports of transformative learning expe-
riences. Specifically, Brock failed to clarify why 42% of respondents who initially
reported no change in their beliefs or role expectations later claimed to have
experienced transformative learning (Brock, 2010, p. 137). She claimed that it
was unfeasible through this study to judge if there was ‘shifting going on at an
unconscious level or the wording of [particular step] did not elicit recognition
of perceptual shifts’ (Brock, 2010, p. 137). In contrast, Glisczinski (2007) posited
that students might only be partially aware of the transformative outcomes du-
ring their college years, advocating for a longitudinal methodology to capture
these nuances. While the merit of a longitudinal approach is acknowledged,
Pelletier (2001) argued that its absence in research could be justified due to
the logistical and financial challenges of long-term commitment and tracking
participants over extended periods.
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Most studies were conducted in higher education settings in programmes
with no specific intention to foster transformative learning. Of the six papers
(Boyer et al., 2006; Brock, 2010; Glisczinski, 2007; Lennox, 2005; Stevens-Long
et al., 2012; Taylor, 2003) covering transformative learning experiences in po-
stgraduate programmes without international students, only two (Lennox,
2005; Stevens-Long et al., 2012) explored courses with specific intentions and
methodologies to promote transformative learning. Further, only two studies
included staff professional development and scholar exchange programmes.

This review’s main findings were organised into three themes: triggering
events in cross-cultural learning, critical reflection, and transformative learning
outcomes in cross-cultural and graduate learning experiences.

3.2. Triggering events in cross-cultural learning

The timing and character of disorienting dilemmas in cross-cultural learning
are contingent on student preparedness and the specific features of the study
abroad program. Such triggers may be abrupt or gradual and can occur pre-,
mid-, or post-experience (Tacey, 2012). Common instigators of personal crises in
this learning context include academic hurdles, language barriers, and sociali-
zation challenges (Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006; Chang et al., 2012; Gu, 2009; Ritz, 2010;
Wong, 2008). At the graduate level, higher-order critical and reflective thinking
are often stimulated through activities like discourse participation, research,
and writing (Chapman & Pyvis, 2006; Faulk et al., 2010; Gu, 2009; Kung, 2007;
Ritz, 2006). Post-experience disorientation frequently pertains to issues of rein-
tegration (Chang, 2009; Gill, 2010; Hamza, 2010; Sussman, 2002). The literature
reveals that disorienting dilemmas can be either negative or positive, influen-
ced by the nature of the experience and the student’s readiness to navigate the
emotional complexities involved.

The cultural disparities between the home and host countries trigger di-
sorientation. Several studies found that the disorienting dilemmas related to
language difficulties or cultural and academic differences among international
students were accompanied with negative feelings and responses (Alazzi &
Chiodo, 2006; Erichsen, 2009; Gu, 2009; Ritz, 2010; Wong, 2008). For example,
Alazzi and Chiodo (2006), who examined problems and coping strategies of male
doctoral students from the Middle East studying at an Australian University,
found that limited language proficiency while writing essays and participating
in class discussions produced a significant personal crisis. They further argued
that discrepancies in the curriculum structure and academic expectations
prevented participants from engaging in independent decision-making, such
as choosing electives, questioning teachers, and communicating effectively.
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Similarly, Wong (2008) highlighted that international students deal with per-
ception errors and stereotypes owing to their difficulties in expressing opinions
and emotions through language. Therefore, in addition to language proficiency,
the contexts in which language is used and learning occurs can instigate a series
of unpleasant feelings and challenging experiences.

Disorientation in cross-cultural learning is referred to as ‘learning shock’
(Gu, 2009), ‘crisis’ (Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006; Ritz, 2010), and ‘disequilibrium’ (Kung,
2007). These phenomena are often accompanied by an array of emotional
responses, including but not limited to loneliness, alienation, rejection, fear,
and anger. Ritz’s (2010) study elucidated that international graduate students
encounter disorienting dilemmas emanating from cultural, academic, and
social incongruities, which often precipitate emotional upheavals such as fear
and anger. Gu (2009) extended this by showing that deviations in teaching and
learning paradigms, as well as variances in social norms and values, can induce
‘learning shock..

Concurrently, Kung (2007) detailed how linguistic and academic barriers
contribute to a state of disequilibrium among international students. Obstacles
in effective communication stemming from an amalgam of cultural, educatio-
nal, and professional discrepancies exacerbate feelings of dislocation, insecuri-
ty, and the fear of failure.

The literature highlights the dual nature of disorienting experiences in
study abroad contexts—they can be both empowering and debilitating (Kung,
2007; Chang et al., 2012). These experiences are influenced by various factors
like linguistic skills, academic preparedness, and cultural gaps between home
and host countries. While study abroad has the potential for transformative
learning, such an explicit aim is often absent from program curricula. Only two
studies focused on programs designed with transformative learning intentions
(Pasquariello, 2009; Stevens-Long et al., 2012). These studies show that a mix of
well-designed coursework, interaction, and safe spaces contribute to altering
awareness and perspectives. Thus, there’s an unexplored avenue in terms of
embedding transformative learning intentions in international study programs.

3.3. Role of critical reflection in cross-cultural learning

According to Mezirow (1991), critical reflection is crucial for any significant
learning to happen. Brock (2010) and Glisczinski (2007) found it to be a main
precursor step in the transformative learning process. However, not all their
research participants engaged in critical reflection. The nature of reflection,
according to Glisczinski (2007), involves revaluation of values, attitudes, fee-
lings, concepts, and actions. Furthermore, Tacey (2012) and Erichsen (2009)
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demonstrated that critical reflection in transformative learning experiences
encompasses questioning self-identity. Tacey (2012, p. 84) highlighted that
critical reflection is a way of ‘re-contextualization’ involving assessment of
assumptions and beliefs, identity, and life purposes. Thus, it can be concluded
that critical reflection involves the questioning of cognitive, personal, and so-
cial dimensions across time and space.

Mezirow (1991) posits that critical reflection is essential for transformative
learning. Supporting this, Brock (2010) and Glisczinski (2007) identified it as a
key initial step but noting that in their research not all participants engaged in
critical reflection. Glisczinski (2007) elaborated that reflection involves re-eva-
luating various personal and cognitive aspects. Tacey (2012) and Erichsen (2009)
further asserted that it includes questioning one’s self-identity and assumpti-
ons. Thus, it can be concluded that critical reflection involves the questioning of
cognitive, personal, and social dimensions across time and space.

The study abroad literature highlights the educational potential of cross-cul-
tural experiences but faces challenges in documenting transformative outco-
mes consistently (Montuori & Fahim, 2004; Savicki, 2008). Therefore, asserting
that all such experiences are transformative is unviable.

Studies, such as Chang et al. (2012), indicate that individual reactions to
cross-cultural encounters vary. In this research, participants were prompted to
exceed their pre-existing frameworks, leading to self-reliance and internal dia-
logue (Chang et al., 2012, p. 245). They engaged in diverse activities, including
learning the language and forming new connections. Critical reflection acted
as a mediator between contrasting experiences, fostering cognitive expansion
(Changet al., 2012, p. 244).

Culture significantly impacts learners’ epistemic perspectives, as evidenced
by Gu (2009). In her study, students adapted their learning approaches due to
cultural differences, eventually becoming more independent and conforming
to host academic norms. When learners were immersed in the host academic
culture, they experienced a ‘reflexive change’ and ‘cultural appropriation’
towards becoming more independent learners and adapting to host academic
conventions (Gu, 2009, pp. 44-45). Specifically, they assimilated the host’s cul-
tural values, and changed their academic roles and practices. Gu argued for a
holistic approach to understanding these complex experiences, suggesting that
changes in self could trigger shifts in worldviews (Gu, 2009, pp. 44-47).

The literature generally lacks a focus on the intentional engagement in criti-
cal reflection. While critical reflection often stems from disorienting dilemmas,
its activation occurs as students work to comprehend and adapt to their expe-
riences. Erichsen (2009) emphasized that her participants did not consciously
seek to change their worldviews. Instead, their learning involved both refle-
ctive and non-reflective elements, culminating in a ‘re-storying of their lives’
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(Erichsen, 2009, p. 172). The constant comparison of cultures resulted in a sense
of cultural liminality and ongoing efforts to redefine and integrate new learning
(Erichsen, 2009, p. 118).

Not all research confirms that study abroad experiences induce critical re-
flection or transformative learning. Specifically, Alazzi & Chiodo (2006) and Ritz
(2010) found that participants disengaged from critical reflection due to acade-
mic pressures and other factors such as language barriers and teacher-student
dynamics. According to Ritz, some participants even withdrew from dialogue
due to perceptions of their teachers’ power, and the academic setting did not
facilitate transformative dialogues (Ritz, 2010).

Participants often coped with stress and isolation by staying occupied or
seeking guidance from fellow citizens rather than utilizing available academic
counselling services. Importantly, the host culture’s acceptance influenced
students’ level of engagement in critical reflection. Despite questioning certain
aspects, students did not feel they belonged to the host culture, thus limiting
their transformative experiences (Ritz, 2006).

Studying abroad does not guarantee transformative learning, as emphasi-
zed by Taylor (2003), Gu (2009), and Gill (2007). Taylor argued that the lack of
transformative experiences could be attributed to entrenched teaching beliefs
intertwined with identity and epistemological principles (Taylor, 2003, p. 364).
Gu pointed out that deficits in critical thinking and problem-solving skills often
originated from educational systems that promoted conformist learning, rather
than from students’ incapacity for critical engagement (Gu, 2009, p. 172).

These studies underscore the complex interplay between context, educatio-
nal systems, and individual capacities in facilitating or inhibiting transformative
learning experiences.

Gill (2007) emphasized the role of readiness in adaptation, suggesting that
a positive attitude and willingness to engage in diverse academic and cultural
practices can foster transformative learning. According to Gill, factors such as
student identity and past academic practices should also be taken into account
when assessing the transformative potential of study abroad experiences (Gill,
2007, p. 173).

The literature also highlighted the significance of discourse in critical refle-
ction. Sariyant (2002) and Wong (2008) noted that the ability of international
students to effectively participate in local or academic discourse should not be
assumed. Cultural and linguistic differences, as well as individualism and colle-
ctivism, impact the discourse and may lead to misunderstandings or stereo-
types. Wong found that supportive student-teacher relationships and extended
time abroad could help mitigate these challenges and facilitate more effective
participation in host and academic discourse (Wong, 2008).
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These findings indicate that transformative learning is influenced by a range
of factors including readiness for adaptation, discourse competence, and the
educational and socio-cultural context.

The studies reviewed suggest a nuanced interplay between rational and
extra-rational processes in reflection, but they reported limited intentional
efforts to engage with spirituality or self-reflection. For example, Stevens-Long
et al. (2012) noted that while dialogue is facilitated through self-reflective activi-
ties and mentor support, it rarely extended to the subconscious level (Stevens-
Longet al., 2012, p. 192).

Pasquariello (2009) found that critical reflection predominantly involved co-
gnitive processes triggered by disorientation and reorientation events, which he
termed as ‘meaning schemes’ deconstruction and reformulation’ (Pasquariello,
2009, pp. 77, 85). This highlights the role of emotional engagement in stimula-
ting critical reflection.

Furthermore, while self-reflective activities are acknowledged as valuable in
transformative learning, Selby (2008) pointed out their scarcity in standard hig-
her education curricula. He proposed that international students need closure
activities to facilitate their reintegration, marking this as an underexplored area
in transformative learning research (Selby, 2008).

This summary underlines that the existing literature recognizes the impor-
tance of both rational and extra-rational elements in transformative learning
but also calls for more intentional incorporation of these elements in educati-
onal settings.

3.3. Transformative learning outcomes in cross-cultural experiences

The outcomes reported could be grouped into two categories: personal
growth and development (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Chapman & Pyvis, 2006; Erichsen,
2009; Faulk et al., 2010; Gu, 2009; Milstein, 2005; Park, 2002; Ritz, 2010; Taylor,
1994) and identity exploration, negotiation, and shift (Chang, 2009; Erichsen,
2009; Gill, 2010; Hamza, 2010; Sussman, 2002; Tacey, 2012; Wong, 2008).

3.3.1. Personal growth and development.

The Oxford Dictionary (2016, no page) defines growth as ‘the process of de-
veloping physically, mentally, or spiritually’. This implies adding personal quali-
ties. Gould (1978) refers to personal growth as the ability to supersede personal
restrictions and expand options for future development; this suggests working
on restraints that may also include changing the existing qualities. In general,
personal growth can include adding and changing personal qualities in all
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aspects of a person for enhancing one’s self-concept, professional competence,
and relationships.

The research on cross-cultural learning identified several positive outcomes,
such as professional growth (Faulk et al., 2010); increased communication and
self-efficacy skills (Milstein, 2005); affective, cognitive, and behavioural maturi-
ty (Chang, 2009); improved tolerance and confidence (Milstein, 2005); increased
individualism and self-sufficiency (Wong, 2008); enhanced cultural awareness
(Faulk et al., 2010; Gill, 2010); greater self-esteem and self-image (Park, 2002);
and intercultural competency (Gill, 2007; Taylor, 1994). Moreover, the literature
identified cognitive outcomes such as higher order cognitive skills (Stevens-
Long et al., 2012), additional complex ways of thinking, and an authorial self
(Faulk et al., 2010). Some studies also identified negative outcomes such as
alienation and marginalisation. In general, the cross-cultural experience pro-
vides fertile ground for self-knowledge regarding the host culture’s context and
through others’ lenses.

3.3.2. Identity negotiation, shift, and integration.

The extensive review of literature provided above elucidates the multiface-
ted nature of identity negotiation in cross-cultural experiences. The oscillation
between confronting and embracing new cultural realities compels learners to
undergo a complex process of self-exploration, revaluation, and, ultimately,
transformation (Chang et al., 2012; Gu, 2009).

Noteworthy is the duality and complexity in the construction of self-identity.
As Gill (2007) outlines, the individual’s intercultural identity incorporates both
an understanding of self and an awareness of cultural roots. This suggests that
thetransformationisn’tunilateral butinvolves a bilateral flow of influences from
both the host and home cultures, leading to the creation of a ‘hybrid identity’
(Gill, 2007; Wong, 2008). Bhabha’s concept of the ‘third space’ and Akkerman &
Bakker’s ‘at the boundaries’ shed light on this transitional sphere where indivi-
duals are neither entirely assimilated nor entirely separate, yet somehow exist
in both spaces (Bhabha, 1990; Akkerman & Bakker, 2011).

The transformative learning theory provides a robust framework for under-
standing how this ‘third space’ functions as a locus of self-discovery and change
(Mezirow, 1991). However, the review also reveals that transformative learning
may not be a complete orirreversible process. Both external influences, such as
the expectations and perceptions of friends and family upon return, and inter-
nal processes like self-perception and awareness, can retroactively affect the
transformative journey (Sussman, 2002; Chang, 2009).

The ‘dilemmas in the formation of student identity’ identified by Chapman
and Pyvis (2006) further magnify the complexity of this transformative process.
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Being part of an educational community abroad may bring about either fee-
lings of belonging or the contrary, thereby influencing one’s sense of identity.
Consequently, the transformative process seems to be interwoven with both
the individual’s internal states and external conditions, thus requiring a nuan-
ced understanding of both.

Finally, the argument presented by Kegan (2000) that transformative learning
is not merely an accrual of new knowledge but a shift in ‘the way of knowing’
suggests that the end goal of cross-cultural experiences may not be a fixed,
definitive identity, but a dynamic, ongoing process of identity negotiation and
transformation. The individual’s ‘personal epistemology, therefore, emerges as
a pivotal element that both influences and is influenced by the transformative
learning process.

In summary, the complexities of identity transformation in a cross-cultural
context demand a multifactorial analysis that extends beyond simple binaries
like ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ experiences. It calls for an appreciation of the nu-
anced interplay between personal epistemology, external contexts, and the
reciprocal influences of host and home cultures.

3. Conclusions

The literature makes a strong connection between the disorienting dilem-
mas and the consequent reactions and actions they trigger. Thus, it isimportant
to analyse the nature of disorientation and its emotional charges, which can
be both encouraging and restrictive. In cross-cultural learning, the contradicti-
ons and differences between the home and host countries are of an epistemic
nature, that is, how learners recognise and use knowledge; however, they are
also related to how they perceive themselves as members of the educational
community and of the host culture.

Although critical reflection seems to result from a disorienting dilemma,
critical reflection is portrayed differently in the literature. Critical reflection ha-
ppens during and after a study abroad experience and is dependent on context,
personal characteristics and readiness and the difference in the role of students
and academic practices in an institution. While not all research participants
engaged in critical reflection, studies do not evidence an intention for students
to engage in a critical reflection of assumptions and actions. Studies reveal the
blending nature of the rational and extra-rational processes during reflection,
whereasimmersion in the host academic culture(longer time) leads to ‘reflexive
change’ and ‘cultural appropriation’ or even assimilation of the host’s cultural
values. Approaches that deconstruct the dimensions of disorientation and criti-
cal reflection could be useful to explain their influence on the nature of changes
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associated with the transformative learning outcomes. This method would faci-
litate a clear distinction of transformative learning from other types of learning.

Regarding context, while the literature on transformative learning generali-
ses the importance of safe and conducive environments, the studies covering
cross-cultural learning experiences reveal challenging and unfamiliar environ-
ments, thus questioning the level of control one has when experiencing tran-
sformative learning. This poses a significant question about how the individual
and social aspects interact in the identity change process. First, international
students experience academic practices that are deeply embedded in the in-
stitution’s culture, to which they are obliged to adhere to succeed. Second, as
they are partially situated in the host country, they coexist within the home and
host contexts. While they are pressed to overcome the differences in order to
prosper, the changes they undergo and the practices dissimilar to those of their
home country may need to be negotiated after they return. This provides an im-
portant research avenue for analysis: the reintegration phase of transformative
learning.

Regarding methodologies, many literature reviews suggested that transfor-
mative learning should be examined using a bigger sample, mixed method
designs, and in more than one group in a single situation (Taylor & Laros, 2014).
However, simultaneously, it has been proposed that the key constructs should
be routed in the data and evidenced. While larger samples would provide a use-
ful comparison, | argue that a rigorous analysis of a prior learning experience,
disorientation dilemmas, critical reflection, and changes learners experience
can be investigated more efficiently by assessing learner experiences acro-
ss time and contexts. This approach, however, would require longitudinal
methods that are very often difficult to pursue and exorbitant for individual
researchers. Therefore, research designs that encapsulate the time and space
dimensions may be beneficial to explain transformative learning as a process
and an outcome.

Institutions hosting international students and organising student exchange
acknowledge that changing learning contexts creates possibilities for engaging
with similarities and differences between contexts and identity transformati-
ons. However, for learning to be transformative, it needs to engage all three
dimensions: ways of knowing, being and interacting. Study abroad experiences
have the capacity to yield both positive and negative outcomes, leading to
moments of personal growth and self-discovery, but also instances of tempo-
rary regression and feelings of alienation. It is essential to acknowledge that
students may encounter significant challenges during their reintegration into
their home country following such experiences. These complexities underscore
the need for institutions to provide adequate support and resources to facilitate
a well-rounded, transformative educational journey for international students.
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Finally, changing frames of reference implies changing or reorganising one
or more dimensions of identity. The process takes place over time and not ne-
cessarily in sequential phases. Therefore, transformative learning is a process
that challenges and changes our frame of reference through a redefinition and
reorganisation of our ways of knowing, doing, being and interacting in the
world. The outcome of transformative learning is the re-framing of identity that
involves agency and negotiation.

In the context of student exchange programs, changing frames of reference
implies changing or reorganising one or more dimensions of student identity.
Importantly, this transformation is not a linear process with clearly defined
stages but unfolds gradually over time. In essence, student exchange becomes
a vehicle for transformative learning, challenging and reshaping students’
existing frames of reference. Through these immersive experiences, students
undergo a redefinition and reorganization of their ways of knowing, doing, being
and interacting across contexts. Transformative learning outcome form study
abroad experience signifies a reframing of identity involving active agency and
negotiation as students navigate their evolving sense of self across contexts.
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Appendix 1: Search syntax and results
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of selection. from :forclose
results for criteria | review

further . based

review : review

Sage “transform* learning” or student identity in all 206 33 33 9
fields and graduate or international iin all fields
and return or reintegration in all fields and effect
or impact in all fields, from Jan 2000 through Oct
2011 in SAGE journals available to me

Scopus “transform* learning” 242 30
Science (“transform* learning”) and study abroad and 220 35
Direct (return or reintegration or shock or post or
outcome or impact or effect)
AU Australian: (TRANSFORM ADJ LEARNING OR STUDENT ADJ 267 87 29

Education EXPERIENCE OR STUDENT ADJ IDENTITY OR
Index—1979 ' STUDENT ADJ JOURNEY).TI, AB. AND (GRADUATE
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Education OR FOREIGN OR UK OR SOJOURNER*).TI, AB.
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ERIC—1966 TI, AB. combined sets 1,2, 3 (LIM from 2000) and

to date removed duplicates

Proquest ((transform* learning or student experience 279 65 39 8
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Index to (“transform*learning” or “student experience” 44 10 10
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Project MUSE  “Transform*learning” 57 18 15

NDLTD “transform*” “learning” “and” “study” “abroad” : 56 7 7

ALL Combined 1371
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ALL Total 1033 285 148 27
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Appendix 2: Selected studies for the review
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framework pants tive  tative
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identifying coping strategies

of Middle Eastern university
students. International
Education, 35(2),65-81. Available
at: Proquest Database

2 ‘Baker, V. L., & Pifer, M. J. (2011).  :Network Doctoral/ 31 14F N/S US : US SSl
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in Continuing Education, 33(1),5- ‘learning
17.d0i:10.10 80/0158037X.2010.
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A., &Kirkman, S. (2006). learning based course

Transformative learning in
online settings. Journal of
Transformative Education,
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sagepub.com/content/4/4/335.
doi:10.1177/1541344606295318

4 ‘Brock, S. E. (2010). Measuring Transformative:Under-graduate/: 256 N/S 17-22: ASIA, @ US (LAS)
the importance of precursor learning University 0]
steps to transformative learning.
Adult Education Quarterly,
60(2),122-142. http://aeq.
sagepub.com/content/60/2/122.
doi:10.1177/0741713609333084

5 :Chang, W.-W., Chen, C.-H. Transformative:International 10 5F :24-35. TAl PN, : SER,SSI,
L., Huang, Y-F.,, & Yuan, Y.-H. learning service BE, : PO,DR,
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