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Background 

 

The University of Strathclyde and other universities around Scotland send students abroad each year as a 

compulsory part of their university degree. In fact, according to the European Commission, “In 1987, 3 244 

students from 11 countries spent a study period abroad under the Erasmus Programme. In 2012-13 nearly      

270,000 students and more than 52,000 staff from 33 European countries spent time abroad with an Erasmus 

grant”.1 In addition, around 2,500 posts are available each year for positions as an English Language Assistant, a 

programme organised by the British Council. It is clear that the number has steadily grown and many students 

continue to travel to countries speaking a foreign language and integrate into the role of either an ERASMUS 

student or an English Language Assistant at a host university or school. From the University of Strathclyde, the 

number of students from the Modern Languages department doing their intercalary year as an English Language 

Assistant in the academic year 2013-2014 was 62, and the number of ERASMUS students was 9. This number in 

the academic year 2015/16 was 47 English Language Assistants and 13 ERASMUS students. ERASMUS and 

ELA both have strengths and weaknesses and the Modern Languages department within the School of 

Humanities at the University of Strathclyde chose to research the experiences of the students involved. A 

research intern was recruited to carry out the research and to compile a report based on the results of the 

surveys and interviews she conducted. This report shows both the strong aspects of the programme and also the 

weaker aspects, along with analysis and suggestions on how to improve the overall experience for the students 

based on the feedback collected. 

 

 

 

Literature Review 

Using different sources the intern read reports, books and articles written about the year abroad. To understand 

in depth how a survey should best be created, the intern read, How to design survey studies. The websites the 

intern used while researching the year abroad were thirdyearabroad.com and go.international.ac.uk, with reports 

such as The Value of Mobility which gives detail on who goes abroad, where they go and what they do next. A 

report carried out by an intern at the University of St. Andrews gave the intern an interesting insight into the 

problems their students faced, and how similar many of these problems were to those that the students at the 

University of Strathclyde must overcome. Some issues discussed in this report, entitled, Transitions: Example of 

Transition Practise were similar to those we face in the Modern Languages department at Strathclyde and the 

report showed how we could successfully address some of these issues.  According to Gabrielle Parker in The 

Year Abroad: Preparation, Monitoring, Evaluation, “the period of study abroad seems to have long been an 

integral part of the modern language degree” yet “little has been done until recently to assess what sort of return 

on this investment each stake-holder has been getting and how best to maximise it”.2 Given this lack of current 

research on the subject, this report aims to cover, in detail, the effect the year has on those involved. 

  

                                                           
1 European Commission, (n.d.). Erasmus Facts, Figures & Trends. [online] Available at: http://ec.europa.eu/education/library/statistics/ay-12-

13/facts-figures_en.pdf [Accessed 29 Jul. 2016]. 
2 Gabrielle Parker and Annie Rouxeville, 'The Year Abroad': Preparation, Monitoring, Evaluation (London: Association for French Language 

Studies in association with the Centre for Information on Language Teaching and Research , 1995), p. 9. 
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Methodology  

 

Having had two years experience abroad both as an ERASMUS student and an English Language Assistant, the 

intern had an understanding of the types of issues students face while overseas and she compiled a model 

survey which was distributed to a group of participants that had spent at least one year abroad. By using the 

model survey the intern was able to evaluate which questions were best and which could be altered or 

withdrawn. After discussions with staff in the area of modern languages and Careers Services at Strathclyde, it 

was decided that two surveys would be compiled; one regarding the experience of the students during their time 

abroad, including what was successful and what could have been improved, and the second was a survey which 

addressed the careers aspect of the year abroad. In addition, it was decided that two interviews would be 

conducted. One interview was to be conducted with volunteer students which would ask further questions about 

their experiences abroad, and another was to be conducted with an ERASMUS/ELA Coordinator from the 

University of Strathclyde. The purpose of the second interview was to research the services provided to the 

students by the university before, during and after their year abroad. It was decided that the students interviewed 

would all have spent at least one academic semester abroad in a non-English speaking country. The appropriate 

students were found using a list of contact email addresses of students who had applied for both the ERASMUS 

and ELA programmes, through people already known to the intern, through word of mouth, volunteers and social 

media. 

 

The questions in the survey were structured in a variety of ways; from multiple choice to open answer questions. 

The questions covered many different aspects of the year abroad; from how happy the students were with the 

assistance they received from their home and host university/school while searching for accommodation, to what 

the biggest difficulties were that they had to overcome during their intercalary year. The principal aim of the 

survey was to uncover what the biggest issues are that the students face each year are and also to identify 

potential solutions to these problems that can be implemented in the coming years. 
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Introduction to Your Year Abroad Surveys 

 

63 students from the School of Humanities at the University of Strathclyde participated in a survey entitled “Your 

Year Abroad”. The aim of this survey was to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the University of 

Strathclyde with regard to the compulsory year abroad experience of the students. The survey was split in to four 

sections; the overall experience, and then before, during and after the year abroad. Questions within the survey 

varied from how accommodation was sourced to whether the student felt prepared to return to university after 

their time abroad. Below I have identified and discussed the findings. 

 

 

In Which Year of Study Do Students Do Their Year Abroad? 

Of the 61 students from the University of Strathclyde that answered the question, ‘In which year of study did you 
do/will you do your year abroad?’ 79% of people did their year abroad in their 4th year of study, while 21% did 

their year abroad in their 3rd year.  

 

What Role Do the Students Undertake When They Do Their Year Abroad? 

 

Of the 63 students at the University of Strathclyde that answered the question, ‘Were you/will you be on 
ERASMUS or working as an English Language Assistant (ELA)?’ If other, please specify,’ 49% said they will be 
or were an English Language Assistant during their year abroad. 46% were ERASMUS students, and 5% 
selected other as these students undertook internships.  
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Year Abroad Survey Questions  

The Overall Experience  

 

The ‘overall experience’ section comprised 5 questions in which students were asked to evaluate their overall 

time abroad.  

 

The Difficulties of the Year Abroad 

A variety of answers were given to the question, ‘Overall, what were the biggest difficulties you had to overcome 

and what do you think are the most important things your home university should improve on?’ Of the 44 students 

at Strathclyde that answered the question, one third said that their main issues were caused by problems that 

occurred before their year abroad began. These included, but were not limited to a lack of information about the 

role they were to play, a lack of information about paperwork that had to be completed both during and after the 

year abroad, a lack of training beforehand, a lack of language preparation beforehand such as learning the 

appropriate register for professors at the host universities and schools and a lack of information about which 

classes to take while studying as ERASMUS students. In addition, a quarter of the students stated that 

communication was the biggest difficulty they had to overcome, whether this be that they felt they had to wait 

lengthy periods of time for responses from emails sent to their home university, a lack of communication between 

the home and host university, a lack of communication between the student and host university before the 

students departure or a lack of communication when it came to exam difficulties. One other major issue that the 

students reported was the lack of help with accommodation, which will be discussed in detail later in this report.  

Taking these results into consideration, some suggestions can be made in order for the university to improve the 

student experience both before and during their year abroad. With regard to the lack of training that the students 

highlighted in the survey, there should perhaps be access to training, provided by the British Council for English 

Language Assistants and by the university for ERASMUS students during the summer so that students can feel 

prepared and ready to undertake their role. This would also give the students the opportunity to meet other 

students travelling abroad and perhaps even meet those going to a location close to where they will reside during 

their intercalary year. This training course could also assist in tackling a few other problems reported by the 

students, such as a lack of information provided to them beforehand. If the training was also combined with an 

information day then students would be able to receive more information regarding the paperwork that has to be 

completed before, during and after their year abroad. During this time they could also offer an intensive language 

course for the students where they could practise speaking the foreign language again before going abroad as 

well as covering the formal register they will be expected to use during this time. This would be especially 

beneficial for students who have just completed a year abroad as an ERASMUS student and perhaps have not 

spoken the other language they are studying for some time. 

 

The Success of the Year Abroad 

Although the students reported multiple issues during their time abroad, many positive aspects were also 
mentioned. When asked, ‘What were the best things about your year abroad and what would you say was most 
successful?’ the most common comment was the people that the students met during their time abroad and the 
friendships they made were the most positive aspects. As well as this many students stated that their 
interpersonal skills had greatly improved with their increased confidence and independence gained during this 
time. The travel opportunities that the year abroad offers along with new cultures experienced and language 
improvements made during this time were also very popular answers.  
 

This evidence suggests that the compulsory year abroad is a very popular experience which enriches the 

experience of students both as ERASMUS students and as English Language Assistants. With all the benefits 

and positive aspects of the experience, the year abroad seems crucial to the development of the language skills 

of the students and also crucial in allowing them to develop personally.  
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The Host University/School  

To understand what changes could be made in the host country, we asked the question ‘What improvements do 

you think could have been made at your host university/school?’ The students felt that in this case, 

communication was the key element that could improved. There seemed to be a distinct lack of communication in 

general between the host universities and the ERASMUS students. Some students reported not being kept in the 

loop, and as a result they were not told of cancelled classes, and change of exam times which led, in some 

cases, to missed exams. Also recorded was a lack of communication regarding which classes were suitable for 

ERASMUS students, which led to students choosing classes that were incompatible with their course or too 

difficult for the student. Some English Language Assistants reported feeling that their host schools could be more 

helpful and welcoming. Others felt that their role as an ELA was not clear, as the host school had a different idea 

to them of what they had to do, and at times they felt more like teachers rather than assistants. Also reported 

from the students from the department of modern languages was the need for more support in general from the 

host school/university. 

The results of the survey would suggest that what needs to be improved most is the communication between the 

students and their host school/university. Perhaps a suggestion could be made that a forum be created for 

ERASMUS students at the host universities where professors can post updates about their classes, whether it be 

a cancelled class, or a change in timetable. This way the students would be able to keep on top of the changes 

made to their schedule and they would not risk missing out on any vital information. To help the ERASMUS 

students with which classes would be suitable for them, past ERASMUS students could give feedback on the 

classes they have taken and so a document could be comprised for future students with classes that are 

‘ERASMUS-friendly’ in their host university and those that should be avoided. This would allow students to use 

their time effectively and would also avoid them having to change their Learning Agreement continuously 

throughout the year as they change classes.  

The results also suggest that the English Language Assistants would benefit from information regarding their role 

from each specific host school. Everyone’s experience is different and each person undertakes a slightly different 

role and so it would be helpful if the host schools sent a document to their future assistant with information 

specific to their role in that school, and give them an idea of what they will experience and how they should 

prepare for such experiences. Some students have reported being simply a helping hand for the teachers, while 

others have reported being in control of every class that they taught. Therefore each student should know what 

their role will entail.  

 

The Programme Best Suited to the Students 
 
 
The students were then asked ‘Which of the two following year abroad programs do you think would be more 

beneficial?’ They were given the choice of ‘2 years (first and second years) of study at the University of 

Strathclyde - 1 year abroad - 2 final (third year and Honours) or 3 years (first, second and third years) of study at 

the University of Strathclyde - 1 year abroad - 1 final year (Honours) at the University of Strathclyde’. Of the 45 

students who answered the question, 36% said they would prefer 2 years – 1 year – 2 years and 64% said they 

would prefer 3 years of study followed by 1 year abroad and then 1 final year of study at home.  

 

 

Feedback suggests that the students are content with the current structure of the programme; that the 

compulsory year for students takes place in 4th year after 3 years of study. However, as 36% said they would 

prefer to study abroad in their 3rd year and have two years left of study on their return home, this may be a point 

to look at in the future, as an alternative programme structure could be considered.  
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How Useful Would the Students Find it to have a Designated Year Abroad Support 

Contact? 

In the survey the students were asked, ‘How beneficial do you think that it would be to have a designated person 
as a year abroad support contact from either your home university, the host university/school or both?’  They had 
to rate between 1 to 5, 5 being very beneficial and 1 being not beneficial at all. When asked about a support 
contact at their home university, 70% of students who answered the question rated 5, very beneficial and only 
15% of the students rated 3 or below. The results were very similar in each part of the question. 78% of students 
rated the benefit of a support contact at the host university/school as 5 and only 10% rated 3 or below. Finally, 
when asked how beneficial it would be to have a designated person at both the home university and the host 
school/university, 77% of students rated 5 and only 9% rated 3 or below.  
 
As the results show, the vast majority of students believe that having a designated person as a year abroad 
support contact from either their home university, their host university/school or both, would be very beneficial. 
Feedback suggests that appointing someone as designated support contact would be the next step in providing 
the support at the home university that the students need. As well as having a support contact at the University of 
Strathclyde, the next step would be to ensure that there is also a support contact at the host universities/schools 
where the students are travelling to so they have access to the support they need. 
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Before the Year Abroad 

 

The next section, the before section in the survey was comprised of 7 questions where students were asked to 

respond to questions regarding the lead up to their year abroad.  

 

 

Organising Accommodation 

 

The students were asked ‘How did you organize your accommodation?’ and were asked to explain how, if they 
selected the ‘other’ option. Of 44 students that answered the question, 8 went out beforehand to organize 
accommodation and 10 had temporary accommodation organized when they arrived until permanent 
accommodation was found. A further 18 booked accommodation found online and in only 2 cases the home 
university provided details about different accommodation options. Of the 8 students that selected ‘other’, 6 were 
assisted by their host school/university. 

 

The feedback suggests that as only 2 were assisted by the home university, there is a lack of support in this 
regard which could be improved for future students. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How Many Would Recommend Their Accommodation? 

Of the 43 students that answered the question, ‘Would you recommend the accommodation that you stayed in?’ 

30 would recommend where they lived and 13 would not.  

 

How Much Assistance did Students Receive When Looking for Accommodation? 

When asked, ‘Did you receive assistance from either your home university or your host school/university 
regarding accommodation?’ respondents were asked to choose from either ‘host, home, both or neither’. 57% of 
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the respondents answered neither, while 39% answered host. Only 2% responded saying that they had had help 
from their home university and again only 2% said they received assistance from both their home university and 
their host school/university.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Could Improvements Have Been Made? 

When asked ‘Do you think improvements could have been made and more help given regarding 
accommodation?’ 88% of respondents answered yes and only 12% answered no. Those who answered yes 

believed that more information from both the home and host university/school regarding accommodation would 
be beneficial. They felt that information from previous students would be crucial in helping to find a suitable place 
to live.  

Figures show that very little assistance is given to students when looking for accommodation. As a result, more 
assistance would be beneficial and could be provided by means of the advice given before; providing a document 
with recommendations from past students about accommodation that was either successful or unsuccessful. Also 
on this document could be several useful website links used in each country to search for accommodation. This 
way, if the student wants to take their own initiative and search for accommodation on their own, they would have 
access to useful websites that could lead them in the right direction. Given that 70% students would recommend 
their accommodation, it would seem beneficial to pass on the information of these different accommodation 
options to future students. Therefore, I would recommend that returning students are asked about their 
accommodation experience and a document could be comprised containing recommendations of where and 
where not to stay during the year abroad. One document could be made containing advice about each city and 
country that the School of Humanities sends their students to and then it could be distributed amongst future 
students. With this information, students could then choose to avoid certain places where previous students had 
bad experiences, and instead they could choose somewhere with a better reputation. This feedback also 
supports the earlier analysis that a document containing information about accommodation would be helpful for 
future students to possess. In addition to this, another solution suggested was to set up a forum where both 
students currently studying abroad and those who will travel abroad in future can contact past students who lived 
in the area they do/will live in. This information would be best given in advance as it would give the students more 
time to prepare and organize. 

 

A report carried out by an intern at the University of St. Andrews entitled Student Transitions: Example of 
Transitions Practice discovered similar evidence, “the results of the initial survey indicated that students would 
benefit from more information about how to source accommodation overseas.”3 The intern then created a page 
for the university website containing accommodation information from different cities and countries throughout the 
world, including links to agencies in the respective countries. As a result, the students at the University of St. 

                                                           
3 University of St. Andrews, (n.d.). Student Transitions: Example of Transition Practise. [online] Available at: 

http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/docs/case-studies/transition-through-collaborative-programmes-at-the-university-of-st-andrews-study-
abroad-internship.pdf?sfvrsn=4 [Accessed 28 Jul. 2016]. 
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Andrews now have more access to current information with recommendations of where to live, proving that this 
would be a positive addition for the Humanities department to make for their students.  

 

Were Students Able to Contact Previous Students? 

The students of the University of Strathclyde were asked, ‘Were you given contact information for anyone living 
where you were going or for anyone who had lived there in the past?’ Those who responded yes were asked to 

specify how they received the information. 48% of students either returning or still on their year abroad 
responded that they had been given contact information while 52% stated that they had not. Those who 
answered yes received the information in a variety of ways; from a family friend, an email from the British Council 
or host school for those working as English Language Assistants, and also from both the host and home 
universities. However, some mentioned that they had either been sent the contact information of people in a 
different region, or that they never received a response when the contacted the past student.  

 

This feedback supports the idea that a forum for past and present students would be beneficial. Also, contact 
information of past students who have lived in the same regions that the future students will live in would be 
useful for these future students. So perhaps a contact sheet provided to future students would be useful as they 
could contact these past students if they were in need of help or assistance. 

 

 

 Understanding the Role 

 

The ELA and ERASMUS students were asked ‘How well was the role you were expected to play presented to 
you before you went abroad?’ and were given 5 options; extremely well, very well, moderately well, slightly well 
and not well at all. Of the 49 students who responded to the question, only 14% said that the role was extremely 
well presented to them. A further 31% said it was explained very well and the same said it was explained 
moderately well.14% of the students said the role was presented slightly well and a further 10% said not well at 
all.    

Therefore 55% of students stated that it was explained between moderately well to not well at all which suggests 
that improvements should be made so that the students can have a better understanding of the role they are to 
play. 
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How Prepared Were the Students? 

 

The students responded to the question ‘If you were an English Language Assistant, did you have access to any 
training beforehand to enable you to prepare yourself effectively?’ and were asked to give details if they had. 

Only 40% of students who answered the question said that they did have access to training beforehand while 
60% said they did not.   

Given the previous findings that 55% rated the explanation of their role as moderately well or below, it would 
seem that if more students had access to training then more would have a clearer understanding of the role they 
are to undertake. Therefore, these results support the suggestion made earlier that there should be training 
opportunities in different parts of the country where the students can enhance their understanding of their role.  

The report, Student Transitions: Example of transitions practice found that “many students were unaware of 
some of the key pre-departure information, despite the extensive information provided through our Pre-Departure 
Briefing and online resources”.4 As a result the intern created a ‘one stop’ Study and Work Abroad Pre-Departure 
Guide for the students. The students at the University of St. Andrews now have access to a current guide with 
key information regarding the year abroad which students have access to before they leave. This would be a 
positive addition for the School of Humanities and students undertaking their compulsory year abroad as perhaps 
this would lower the number of students who face confusion and apprehension before they go abroad. 

  

                                                           
4 University of St. Andrews, (n.d.). Student Transitions: Example of Transition Practise. [online] Available at: 
http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/docs/case-studies/transition-through-collaborative-programmes-at-the-university-of-st-andrews-study-
abroad-internship.pdf?sfvrsn=4 [Accessed 28 Jul. 2016]. 
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During the Year Abroad 

 

The section which asked about the students’ time during the year abroad was made up of 5 questions which 
asked the participants to evaluate their time during their year abroad.  

 

 

Problems on Arrival 

 

When asked ‘Did you have any initial problems on your arrival?’ 55% of students said that they did have issues 
on arrival and 45% said they did not. Of those that said they had problems, the issues included having trouble 
setting up a bank account abroad, a lack of communication with both the home and host universities, a lack of 
help with accommodation from the host schools/universities, theft, not knowing which classes to choose and 
issues with the learning agreement for ERASMUS students. 

Feedback suggests that as more than half of the students who answered the question had issues on their arrival, 
more help and support is needed to ensure their experience is positive from the outset. If there was a designated 
support contact at the home university the students may be able to overcome these difficulties more quickly or 
even avoid them. 

 

 

Buddies While Abroad  

When asked ‘If you were a student at a university, were you assigned a buddy? If so, was it a successful 
experience?’ 48% of students said they were not assigned a buddy. A further 28% they were assigned a buddy 
and it was successful and a further 24% said they were assigned a buddy but it was not successful. Of the 48% 
who were not assigned a buddy, some were able to find one through programmes like Tandem, however with 
Tandem it was recorded that not all experiences were positive. Of the 28% that had a positive experience with 
their assigned buddy, the reason for this was mainly that they were kind and helpful so it was a useful 
experience. However, of those that did not have a positive experience, amongst the reasons given for this was 
that in the end they did not ever meet with their buddy, their buddy was not interested in meeting or they were 
assigned the buddy too late in the year for it to be a worthwhile experience.  

The feedback suggests that the buddy system should be improved, and there should be more access to buddies 
for students as many were not offered this opportunity. Perhaps in the future building a more effective buddy 
system for students going abroad and the ability to contact the buddy before moving abroad would be more 
beneficial. 
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Support from Home While Abroad 

The students of Strathclyde were asked, ‘Do you feel you had access to the support you needed from your home 
university during your time abroad?’ 71% of respondents said that they did feel they had access to sufficient 
support, while 29% said they did not.  

The results from this question show that in many cases the students are content with the support provided to 
them by the home university and that this level of support should be continued. However, as 29% of students felt 
they did not have access to the support they needed, a suggestion could be that the communication between the 
students studying abroad and the home university should be improved. As reported earlier, students found that at 
times they did not receive a response to their emails promptly and so perhaps this is one reason for the feeling 
that there is not sufficient support.  

 

 

Support from the Host Universities 

When asked ‘Do you feel you had access to the support you needed from your host school/university during your 
time abroad?’  39% of students that responded to the question felt that they did not have access to the support 
they needed compared to 61% that said they did.  

This evidence suggests, like the previous question, that although the majority of students felt they did have 
access to enough support, almost 40% of students did not feel they did, and so changes should be made. This 
evidence supports the suggestion for a designated year abroad support contact at both the home and host 
university whom students can contact in order to access the support they need. 

 

Did the Students Achieve What They Set Out To? 

The students of Strathclyde were then asked, ‘Do you feel that during your time abroad you were able to 
successfully achieve what you set out to do? Why?’ The response to this question was mixed. The majority of 
students, 77%, said they were able to achieve what they set out to. The reasons for this varied from being able to 
overcome their fears, improving their confidence, gaining new experiences, being able to focus on future 
prospects, improving their language skills, passing all exams and gaining work experience.18% of respondents 
said that they felt they had achieved what they planned but only to a certain extent. Amongst the reasons given 
for this was the lack of communication that hindered their achievements and the fact that they did not improve 
their language skills as much as they would have liked. They also reported that they did not enjoy their job in the 
school, that they wanted a more active role in the school and others said exams were too difficult to pass. Of the 
5% that said they did not achieve what they set out to, having to move schools because of problems and the fact 
that the classes at the university did not help with improving the language were given as reasons.  

That 77% of respondents achieved what they hoped to achieve is a positive outcome. It shows that the year 
abroad is successful for many students and helps them to achieve the goals they have. As 23% of students said 
they did not achieve what they set out to, or they only achieved what they hoped to a certain extent, the feedback 
suggests that the reasons for them not fully fulfilling what they wanted should be addressed. For example, for the 
students who thought their exams were too difficult, the introduction of information from past students about 
which classes are suitable and which are not, would be beneficial. This would allow them to choose classes that 
are closer to their level or more compatible with their programme at Strathclyde. With the issue of a lack of 
communication for some, the introduction of a designated year abroad support coordinator at both ends of the 
programme would help improve this inadequacy.  
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After the Year Abroad 

The final section, entitled after was made up of three questions where the students were asked to evaluate their 
transition back to their studies at Strathclyde after the year abroad. 

 

Feelings on the Return Home  

When asked ‘How did you feel initially about the transition back home after your time abroad?’ the students gave 
a variety of answers. For some it was a positive experience as they felt ready to come home. Some were happy 
to leave as their friends had already left, some had no issues as they were about to embark on another year 
abroad and others were excited to get back to normality. Others, however, felt sad about their return home. Some 
students were nervous, some found it difficult because they felt they were losing the independence they had 
gained on returning to their parental home, and facing the reverse culture shock was hard for others. Some 
dreaded their return, feeling that they did not fit in as before and others felt unprepared to begin studying at 
university again. 

 

Problems When Returning Home 

The students were asked ‘Was it easy to re-adapt to life in your home country regarding work, university, friends 
etc or did you encounter problems?’ and they were asked to explain what the problems were, if they encountered 
any. 71% of students reported that the return home was fine for them and they did not have to face any big 
problems. 7% of students said that they had a mixed experience. They did not encounter too many difficulties on 
their return home but they found university difficult to return to. 22% of students reported facing difficulties on 
their return home. These difficulties included having trouble with job hunting, finding it difficult to reintegrate with 
friends, having to write essays again after not having written them in some time, while studying again was also a 
difficulty reported. 

Feedback suggests that although many students did not encounter any issues on their return home, there are still 
students who do not find it so easy to reintegrate. To assist the students with their job hunt, perhaps the Careers 
Services should play a more active role when the students return home, giving them advice on how to find a part-
time job. For those who found it hard to reintegrate with friends, perhaps a meet up or event could be organised 
to which all students returning from their year abroad would be invited. This way people can meet friends they 
have not seen since leaving for their year abroad, and they can also meet new people who have experienced 
similar things during their time abroad. With regard to the issues that students have with essays and studying, 
hosting several recap classes for the students could be extremely beneficial. These classes could take place 
before the universities start back and teaching staff could recap how to write essays, how the year will be 
structured and give dissertation information, so the students can feel more prepared for their return, as many are 
returning for their final year of study. 

The report carried out by the intern at the University of St. Andrews ‘Student Transitions’, “some students 
struggled with the transition back to St Andrews, such as the transition to Honours Level study.”5 The intern then 
created a webpage for returning students containing useful information to help them on their return home. For 
example the students at St. Andrews have access to a network named At Home and Abroad Society made up of 
students who can use the system for support and they also hold events during the semester. This type of network 
could be beneficial to many students in the School of Humanities who have difficulty returning home. 

 

How Prepared Did the Students Feel for University? 

The results from the question, ‘Did you feel prepared and ready to start university again and to do coursework, 
essays, dissertation etc?’ showed that over 50% of respondents felt unprepared on their return home. 

These findings support the suggestion that recap classes for students returning from their year abroad would be 
beneficial and could really help them feel more confident when they start their final year of university.  

                                                           
5 University of St. Andrews, (n.d.). Student Transitions: Example of Transition Practise. [online] Available at: 
http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/docs/case-studies/transition-through-collaborative-programmes-at-the-university-of-st-andrews-study-
abroad-internship.pdf?sfvrsn=4 [Accessed 28 Jul. 2016]. 
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Introduction to Your Year Abroad Interviews 

 

For this report, four interviews were conducted with students from modern languages who either attend, or have 

recently graduated from the University of Strathclyde. The purpose of these interviews was to allow the students 

to speak freely about their experiences, so they were not confined to a yes or no answer, or having to type their 

response. The questions varied from whether they knew exactly who to contact in their home university in each 

different situation during their year abroad, to whether they thought the process of finding accommodation was 

successful.   

Student 1 had just completed her first year abroad as an ERASMUS student in Alicante, Spain and was about to 

embark on another year in Switzerland as an English Language Assistant. The students’ time abroad took place 

in 2015-16 and will take place again in 2016-17. Student 2 completed two years abroad, one in 2013-14 in 

Verona, Italy as an ERASMUS student and another in 2014-15 in Valencia, Spain as an English Language 

Assistant. Student 3 undertook one year abroad in 2014-15 as an ERASMUS student in Córdoba, Spain and 

student 4 worked as an English Language Assistant in 2014-15 also in Córdoba.  

 

 

Your Year Abroad Interview Questions 

 

Was the Time Abroad Positive? 

When asked, ‘Upon reflection do you think your time abroad was positive? Is it something you are happy you 

have done? Why?’ all respondents said yes.  

Student 1 said that it was a fun experience and she enjoyed the different university classes as they differed from 

those at Strathclyde. She also enjoyed meeting new people. 

Student 2 stated that she was pleased to have been able to spend a year in both countries of the languages she 

studied as without this she would not have been able to improve her language skills as much as she did. 

According to student 3 the year abroad was a very positive experience. The student’s primary goal was to 

improve her spoken Spanish which she was able to achieve. In addition to this, she mentioned that her host 

university was supportive and welcoming to ERASMUS students. She took classes relevant to her degree and 

learnt a lot about Spain as a country.  

Student 4 believes that her time abroad was a life changing experience which taught her many things. She 

became more independent, learnt more about Spanish culture, and how to live away from home. The triggered 

her desire to travel and live abroad. 
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The Negative Side 

When asked, ‘Is there anything that mars your memory?’ a variety of answers were noted.  

Student 1 stated that at the beginning of her year abroad it was difficult to get used to the different university 

systems. Also difficult was getting to know people, especially the Spanish students in her classes. However, 

although this was a disadvantage for her she was able to learn from it, and her experience was still positive. 

For student 2, who completed two years abroad, the experience in each country was different. In Italy she felt 

that in some cases that she was mistreated by lecturers. In addition to this, the students stated that no guidance 

was given to her regarding which classes to choose. The ERASMUS coordinator always forgot who the student 

was and so it was not a very personal experience and not very encouraging for the students. However, during her 

second year abroad in Spain she reported having no problems. 

Student 3 reported that during the first 2 – 3 months it was hard to get settled and organised as her 

accommodation plans did not work out. For the student, getting settled at her host university and getting her 

Learning Agreement completed was an issue and it was hard to meet the requirements of her home institution. In 

addition, she was not registered at her host university until 2 weeks before the first semester was over. This 

meant she could not access the virtual learning environment (VLE) to access her classes and she did not have a 

university email. As a result, in the student’s first semester she had various challenges to overcome. 

For student 4 it was difficult at the beginning and basic things such as opening a bank account, obtaining the NIE 

(a Spanish tax identification number assigned by the Spanish authorities to any foreigner) and going to the police 

station on her own at the beginning were daunting. 

 

Advice for Future Students  

The students then responded to the question, ‘What would your advice be in general for future students?’  

Student 1 answered that she would advise future students to make sure they stay on top of paperwork. She also 

advised that the students be more proactive about meeting local people.  

Student 2 advised to speak to previous ERASMUS students about classes and which ones to choose as she said 

her host university was not helpful with this.  

The advice from student 3 was that the students should not get worried about their first few weeks abroad as 

issued will be resolved. In terms of accommodation the student urged that future students do not settle for 

anything until they see it and until they met their flatmates. She commented that while on the year abroad it is 

important to meet a variety of people and make friends with local students instead of just ERASMUS, as this can 

help in the future if you need assistance with the language.  

Student 4 advised to get in contact with as many people as possible by different means of communication before 

they embark on their journey so they can meet people when they arrive in their host country. She advised to 

participate in any opportunities, classes and excursions available to them. 

 

Warnings for Future Students  

The students responded to the question, ‘Is there anything that you wish you could warn future students about?’ 

Student 1 answered that if the students have the option, they should take the easier classes at least for the first 

semester as in this way they can still pass classes and also enjoy the other aspects of ERASMUS life.  
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Student 2 would advise outgoing students are aware that they should use the formal register with professors at 

the school/university. For future ELAs she would warn that some teachers are more open to working with 

students than others. 

Student 3 again advised not to jump into renting accommodation without seeing it and meeting flat mates first. 

Again she warned against staying with ERASMUS students all the time. In addition, she warned that even 

thought the student may feel like a local they should always remember to be safe.   

Student 4 answered that she did not really have any warnings in particular to give, however she reiterated that 

the bank account and the NIE number are quite difficult for everyone to obtain and this daunting experience 

cannot really be avoided. She advised to go with a local or with someone living in the same area so they can help 

with any potential language barrier. 

 

Recommendations for Future Students 

The next question was, ‘Is there anything you would recommend for future students?’  

According to student 1 it is necessary to find out how the systems work in the host countries and where important 

offices are such as the international office and the areas in the library that you will need.  

For those participating in the ERASMUS programme, student 2 recommended that outside the host university the 

future students should try to involve themselves in Erasmus Student Network groups as they organise many trips. 

With regard to the university she recommended choosing classes where the lecturers seem understanding and 

classes that other ERASMUS students have chosen. For ELA’S she recommended that the students are aware 

that in some classes you may be required to just speak in English and in others you may be required to use both 

languages. 

Student 3 would recommend that the students do not take classes in English. She appreciates that at first it is 

hard learning in a foreign language but said that they will soon become familiar with it and the experience 

becomes even more beneficial.  

Student 4 recommended to research the flat they are looking for and to ask people who have previously lived 

there for advice. For ELAs she advised they speak to former students as the previous student at her host school 

gave her information about what the school and teachers were like. She mentioned that there is list that is sent 

out to ELAs containing contact information of previous assistants and she recommends using that to contact 

them for advice.  

 

Struggles During the Year Abroad 

The students were asked, ‘What did you struggle with most?’  

Student 1 said that one of hardest things was adapting to the culture of the host country as the culture in Spain 

was different and so took a while to adjust to. 

For student 2, the university was her biggest struggle during her ERASMUS year. She really enjoyed her time 

outside of the university; however she felt that if the university experience had been more positive it would have 

been improved. During her time as an ELA there was nothing she really struggled with.  

Student 3 felt that her biggest struggle was getting the choosing the right classes at the university given that her 

course requirements were too specific. Another struggle she faced was that she felt lonely at times even though 

she was surrounded by friends because the support system she was used to was not there. Therefore, when 

issues arose, she had to deal with them alone. 

Student 4 felt that at first the local accent was very difficult to understand. Another struggle for her was finding the 

confidence to speak in the foreign language at the beginning; however she says that over time that problem was 

resolved. 
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Communication with Strathclyde 

The next question asked was, ‘Did you feel it was easy to contact Strathclyde?’  

Students 1 and 4 stated that they did not have to contact her home university much and that it was easy to 

contact the staff there if necessary.  

Student 2 felt that it was easy to contact the home university when she contacted a particular member of the 

Course Support Team who took an interest in the ERASMUS programme. However she did not make attempts to 

contact the university besides when talking to this member of staff as she tried to deal with problems 

independently and she did not have much need to contact them. 

Student 3 said it was difficult for her. The University of Strathclyde and the Business coordinator took two weeks 

to respond to her when she had problems. She added that at first it was hard to contact Strathclyde however 

once her issues were recognised then it was possible to get in touch. In the end the student contacted the 

general ERASMUS coordinator instead of the business school coordinator as she was not able to get responses 

quickly enough. Due to an issue the student had while abroad, she would recommend that before the academic 

year starts the student should be able to nominate one person that the university can deal with on behalf of the 

student as this would be helpful for the students when they are unable to contact the home university themselves. 

 

Knowing Who to Contact 

The students answered, ‘Did you feel you knew exactly who to contact – in any situation?’ 

Students 1 and 4 responded that they were aware of who to contact and student 4 remembers some meetings 

before her year abroad which included some of the staff involved. 

Neither student 2 or 3 was aware of who to contact. Student 2 only contacted staff she had met previously who 

she knew assisted foreign students and student 3 said that she just knew to contact the business school 

exchange coordinator. However, student 3 now realises that perhaps this was not the only staff member available 

to contact and this may have been the reason for the delayed responses during the year abroad.  

 

Possible Improvements 

If the students did not know who to contact, they were asked ‘What do you think could be done to improve this?’ 

Student 2 said that having a document with information on which staff members to contact and when to contact 

each person would be useful as this would mean people would not need to get passed around to find the right 

person and it would be beneficial given that it can be an expensive process if you are calling from a foreign 

country. 

Student 3 stated that it would be better if the members of staff involved in the pre-departure meeting specified 

which problems they would deal with. 

 

Designated Support Contact at Home 

The next question was, ‘What are your thoughts on having a designated person as a year abroad support contact 

at home?’ 
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Student 1 felt that from the students’ point of view it may be reassuring to know there is one person to get in 

touch with for whatever reason and that it would simplify things. However she also questioned whether it was 

really necessary given that there are already services in place to deal with different issues.  

Student 2 and 4 thought this would be a good idea. 

Student 3 already thought the ERASMUS coordinator assumed that role and so believes that it is important that 

the designated person is made clear to the students. 

 

Designated Support Contact at Host School/University 

The students were then asked the same question about their host school/university. 

Student 1 believed that a support contact at the host university/school would be beneficial. She said she barely 

saw the Learning Agreement coordinator and actually reached out to the French department coordinator instead, 

who was more understanding towards ERASMUS students in class and more accessible. 

Student 2 thought this would be a good idea. She mentioned that she did have someone with this role in Verona 

but given that the host had so many students it was not a personal relationship and she did not remember the 

student.  

Student 3 said she was lucky as this person existed at her host university who despite the original issues with 

summer office hours was always helpful, so she had a positive experience because of this. She also feels a 

buddy would be beneficial for more informal times. 

Student 4 felt this would be beneficial but also harder to get for ELA’s than for ERASMUS students.   

 

Communication Between Home and Host Universities 

The students were asked, ‘Do you think the communication between the home & host universities is adequate?’  

Student 1 felt that so far, the communication had been adequate. 

Student 2 said that for ERASMUS the communication could be better with the Learning Agreement process as 

the agreement is key to getting the student started in the new university and it would have helped the student if 

the classes were ones that she enjoyed. 

Student 3 felt that in her personal circumstance the communication was not adequate because the conditions she 

had to meet for IBML Masters were not achievable at her host university. She felt that Strathclyde never looked at 

the host university in enough detail before she went there. 

 

 

The Accommodation Process 

The next question was, ‘Do you think the process for finding accommodation is effective?’ 

Student 1 said that for her it was really straightforward as she found her apartment through the service her host 

university offered; she filled in form and was allocated a room. She was happy with her apartment. 

Student 2 reported that she was advised to go to a private residence in Verona and that this was a bad 

recommendation as there were many hidden costs and bills. The student then said that in Spain, because of 
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Verona the previous year, she found accommodation on her own. She would recommend going to the country 

first before renting anywhere as it is better than organising accommodation before going out. 

Student 3 said that she feels finding accommodation in a foreign country is very difficult. She thinks it is hard to 

find somewhere when you do not know how the systems in the host country work so she was lucky that her host 

university had a relationship with a letting agency. 

Student 4 stated that for her it was successful as her sister had lived there before and she had informed her 

about the accommodation she had used. The student then used the same company so she believes it is good to 

talk to people who have been there before to hear about their experiences. 

  

Improvements to the Accommodation Process 

The follow-up question to this was, ‘Is there any way that you think it could be improved?’  

Student 2 felt that for ERASMUS students there are always accommodation offices in the host country that they 

can go to on their arrival. She believed there were also some online, which she would recommend. 

Student 3 felt that perhaps part of the funding the students receive could fund an initial trip to find accommodation 

which would make it easier. She knows of people who went out to their host country, found a flat, came home 

and then returned to their host city.  

Student 4 believed that the support provided was better for ERASMUS students as she did not get much help as 

an ELA from Strathclyde. She suggested that the provision of more information to Language Assistants would be 

helpful as she believes some host universities have links to accommodation opportunities in their country that 

host schools do not have. 

 

Information on Accommodation from Past Students 

The students were then asked ‘What would you think about having documents with information on where 

previous students stayed and liked?’  

Students 1 and 4 thought this would definitely be very helpful. 

Student 2 believes it would be helpful to receive a list of where previous students had stayed and whether they 

liked it or not, as finding accommodation online can be difficult. She said it would be beneficial if past students 

could show future students where to avoid as well as where to go, given that some places may seem appealing 

online but in reality they are not. 

Student 3 stated that ERASMUS students are fortunate that there are folders and reports written by previous 

students in the business school’s office. She believes it should be compulsory for students to write about their 

year abroad so this information can be passed on to future students as it would be beneficial to them. 

 

Information on Local Places 

‘Do you think it would be helpful to have information on places in the area you are staying that were popular with 

students in previous years or would you prefer to find your own way?’ was the next question. 

Student 1 and student 4 believed that this would also be a good idea.  

Student 2 felt it would be good to have recommendations of ERASMUS bars & student bars in the area as well 

as local ones about, but not to rely on the information as it also helps to go to local bars instead of mainly 

speaking English with ERASMUS students. 
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Student 3 thought this would be a very good idea. She remembered reading several reports from past students at 

the University of Strathclyde on this topic however some were out of date. Therefore, if everyone participated it 

would be more helpful and would make things more familiar for the students embarking on their year abroad.  

Preparation for the Year Abroad  

The participants were asked the same question as to whether there is any way for the university to help prepare 

students for the year abroad. 

Student 1 felt it would help to have more oral classes as the students have to be confident when speaking while 

they are abroad. 

Student 2 responded that with her second year abroad she did not receive help from the University of Strathclyde 

such as meetings about teaching abroad and she managed with no issues.  

Student 3 said that she thought there must be a way for the university to help prepare the students, but was not 

sure how it could have been implemented into the curriculum. She suggested that an assessment scenario be 

introduced as she feels that there are opportunities for the language department improve and from her personal 

view, although she understands that as a service it is stretched, she believes the counselling service at 

Strathclyde could be integrated more into the programme as they are difficult to find. 

Student 4 did not feel more could be done by the university for the year abroad. She said she attended meetings 

with staff and Paul Hare, who is responsible for the management of the application process for British Council 

assistantships, beforehand which were helpful. She suggested that it would be helpful to have another meeting 

before the outgoing students leave perhaps at the beginning of August to make sure there are no issues. 

 

Preparation for the Return to Strathclyde  

‘Do you think there is any way for the university to help you prepare for returning to university?’ was the next 

question asked to the participants. 

Student 1 felt it important to prepare the returning students for the reverse culture shock which happens on the 

return home. She also felt more the provision of earlier information about the dissertation would be helpful as in 

some circumstances students are too busy in exam time to prepare about it only have the summer to do so.  

Student 2 did not feel there was any way for the home university to prepare the students. She felt it nice to enjoy 

the year abroad and the experiences there, however she feels that maybe a few titles of core texts could be 

provided to the students so they could do some reading.  

Student 3 felt she was lucky as she was still studying at university during her time abroad so she was not totally 

out of the habit of studying, but coursework was so different abroad than at Strathclyde. She felt it was hard to 

pick up the Harvard referencing system again and to write long essays, particularly the dissertation. She believed 

that perhaps a reminder to students to reference correctly and look at the dissertation over summer would be 

helpful. 

Student 4 said that the home university did not communicate very well with her during her degree and she did not 

receive much assistance with her dissertation from HR, so this could be improved.  
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Help for Students Returning Home 

The next question asked whether the students thought that having a meet up during summer with all the students 

returning from their year abroad would be beneficial. 

Student 1 said it depends on the purpose of the meet up.  In some circumstances such as to tell others about the 

student’s experience or for professors to give more information about the next academic year then she thought it 

would be useful however not absolutely necessary.   

Student 2 said it would be nice after the year abroad as people are more open than before they went. She thinks 

the year abroad brings students together as they have something in common and they know how it feels not to 

know anyone.  

Student 3 stated that it is a good idea but also thinks groups of friends would have already met up and money 

may be an issue.  

Student 4 said that when she came back for the introduction classes to Honours she met students in her year 

that she had never met before that had completed a year abroad, so she thinks it would have been good to meet 

before. 

 

The students were then asked whether they thought having a recap class before returning to 

university would be beneficial. 

 

All students thought that it a recap class, for various reasons, would be beneficial. Student 1 thought it would 

probably be beneficial at some point in the year for some, but not necessary every student. Student 2 thought 

that a recap class would be beneficial, especially recapping essays writing. Also, for students studying two 

languages but who have only completed 1 year abroad, she believed a refresher course of the other language 

they study would be useful. Although student 3 still studied at her host university and therefore was still used to 

studying, she was mostly assessed on multiple choice and so she felt a recap class would be beneficial as she 

did not do much formal translation during her time abroad. Student 4 thought the same as she said she dreaded 

coming back to the university environment. She said she had a life out in Spain and freedom there so this would 

help as she felt lost when she returned to university.  

 

Recommendations 

The results collected from the Your Year Abroad interview showed that several changes could be made in order 

to improve the current programme and student experience. Below is a list of suggestions. 

Before 

 The introduction of a document with information on which staff members to contact and when to contact 

each person so as to avoid future confusion and a delayed response when students need assistance.  

 The introduction of a designated support contact both at the home university and at the host 

school/university so the students always have help available to them when they need it.  

 The provision of information of local places where students can not only meet ERASMUS students, but 

local people too. 

 The provision of information of recommended accommodation and accommodation to avoid, so the 

students have a better chance of choosing somewhere suitable for them. 
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During 

 Improved communication between the home university and the host institution as this would help avoid 

confusion. 

 The provision of dissertation information during the year abroad so the students can be better prepared 

on their return to their home university. 

After 

 The introduction of a meet up for returning students during summer so they can create or continue 

friendships and/give advice to other returning students. 

 The introduction of recap classes for returning students as this would allow them to readjust themselves 

to university life and the work they are expected to do. 
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Introduction to Systems and Practices in Place Interview  

 

For this report an interview was conducted with Dr. Paul Hare, Senior Teaching Fellow in Italian from the School 

of Humanities at the University of Strathclyde. This interview was conducted in order to access the systems and 

practices in place for the students of modern languages. In addition, the aim of the interview was to evaluate 

what services should be improved and what services should be introduced to the programme.  The questions 

asked varied from whether the School of Humanities has a designated year abroad support contact, to whether 

the students know who they should contact with each specific problem they have.  

 

 

Systems and Practices in Place Interview Questions 

 

The following questions are related to the systems and practices put in place in 

preparation the year abroad. 

 

The first question asked was, 'Does your department have a designated person/persons as a year abroad 

support contact? If so is this person an academic or an administrator?’ The response given was that the main 

contact is Maureen Noor, who is the manager of the Course Support Team in the School of Humanities. Paul 

stated that this was unusual as information from the Recruitment and International Office indicates that in every 

other academic unit there is a named academic as well as a designated person in the support team. The 

academic will deal with the Learning Agreement, and help choose classes etc while the designated administrator 

deals with the paperwork. He said that the ERASMUS contact is Maureen, and she will usually pass on the 

enquiry to someone in the appropriate language area. He added that Maureen is assisted by Jacqueline Sng 

from the course support team with incoming and outgoing paperwork. 

 

The following question asked was, ‘Is the named contact the same for the English Language Assistants as it is 

for ERASMUS students?’ to which Paul responded no. He stated that he is the named contact for the ELA 

programme and is responsible for managing the application process. Once applicants are allocated to a school 

however, he said his involvement ends and the students become more involvement with the British Council. He 

added that the vast majority of intercalary students are English Language Assistants. 

 

To the question ‘Roughly what proportion of the students at your university spend their year abroad as an English 

Language Assistant? And as an ERASMUS student?’ Paul responded that this year there are around 60 ELAs 

and 10 ERASMUS students. Of the 10 ERASMUS students, he mentioned these students either did not feel cut 

out to be teachers or were not eligible to be an ELA. 

 

The following question was, ‘At what stage in their university career is the year abroad first formally discussed 

with students at your university?’ Paul confirmed that formally, it is introduced in October of the students’ 3rd year 

of study. He said that at this time British Council staff speak to students and at that meeting they discuss other 

avenues open to students. He believes, however, that 3rd year is quite late as this is only 7 months before the 

students leave. He added that students doing 2 years abroad are approached midway through their 2nd year of 
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study, as they go on ERASMUS in their 3rd year. He mentioned that the International Office offers information 

sessions for ERASMUS students throughout autumn but nothing is formally organised at school level. 

 

When asked, ‘Does your university have a formal meeting with your 1st year students to get them to start thinking 

about their year abroad?’ the response that Paul gave was no. However he believes this would be a good idea 

and he mentioned that several of his colleagues, including Cédric Moreau in French also believe this would be 

desirable. 

 

The following question was, ‘When do the students do their compulsory year abroad?’ The response given was 

that the students spending 2 years abroad complete 2 years at the University of Strathclyde first and those 

spending 1 year abroad will complete 3 years of study at Strathclyde before going overseas. According to Paul, 

to qualify for the intercalary year between years 3 and 4 the students have to achieve 360 Strathclyde credits and 

also need to have satisfied the entry requirements for Honours in the two subjects of their degree. 

 

The response given to the question, ‘If the students have a compulsory year abroad how long is their university 

career?’ was that a student doing one or more languages for BA Honours sees their degree extended from four 

years to five years. 

 

To the question, ‘Is contact information of former students who have previously been in the same areas that the 

students will live in provided?’ Paul responded that it is provided very informally. In terms of English Language 

Assistants there are so many places that the students can be sent that he believes that it would be hard for them 

to have this type of database. So the British Council provides contact information of students in their area or of 

previous students. He stated that with the ERASMUS partners there is nothing formal in terms of putting students 

into contact with other students who have been to these universities, which he believes is a pity as a lot could be 

done here. 

 

When asked, ‘Do your students have access to any training before leaving for their year abroad? If so how, 

where and when is it delivered and how long does it last?’ Paul answered that there are currently no such 

arrangements in place. 

 

The following questions are related to the systems and practices put in place during 

the year abroad. 

 

Paul responded to the question, ‘Does your university provide active support for students while on their year 

abroad?’ by stating that he would like to think students feel relaxed about contacting individuals. He mentioned 

that the students contact him if they are English Language Assistants and very often ERASMUS students will 

contact him even though he has no remit as such for the ERASMUS exchanges. He stated that whoever the 

students contact, whether it be Maureen Noor, colleagues in modern languages, Kate Kenyon in the Recruitment 

International office or Paul himself, he would like to think there would be a prompt reply and that between them 

they would solve any problems. He added that the consensus amongst staff in modern languages is that a more 

structured arrangement would be desirable. 
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The following question was, ‘Do the students know who to contact with each specific problem they encounter? 

How do they know?’ to which Paul stated that in terms of university wide issues for example insurance, loss, theft 

of personal items or personal emergencies, the students would probably realise that Kate Kenyon would be their 

first point of contact. However, he added that often there is a blurring of the boundaries between academic 

matters and matters related to ELA, which sees confusion of who the students should contact. He acknowledged 

that there is no clear first point of contact. 

 

The response given to the question, ‘Does your university assist the students when looking for accommodation? 

If so, how?’ was that, again for ELA this would be virtually impossible given the number of places the students 

could be sent and in terms of the accommodation with their partner universities, there is currently no assistance. 

Paul stated that, if they were resourced in this sense, they could build up databases of accommodation and 

information from returning students but at the moment there is no such system in place. 

 

 

The following questions are related to the systems and practices put in place after the 

year abroad. 

 

To the question, ‘Does your university provide any service to help the students reintegrate into home/university 

life on their return home, such as recap classes on how to write essays, social events for returning students, etc?’ 

Paul answered that as far as he is aware, they do not provide any services in this circumstance. 

 

The final question asked was, ‘Is the year abroad credit bearing? If so, how is it assessed? Are the students 

required to do an extended essay, an exam on their return or anything else?’ The answer given was no. Paul 

stated that the year abroad with BA Honours is not credit-bearing, unlike others degrees such as BA Honours 

IBML or Masters IBML in the Strathclyde Business School which are credit bearing. He stated that in these 

programmes, students take exams and are assessed at their host universities, however with BA Honours in one 

of more modern languages this is not the case. He added that they can only advise the students to do research 

for their dissertation or do some advanced reading for the Honours year but the intercalary year is not credit-

bearing. 
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Introduction to Careers and Your Year Abroad Survey 

 

A second survey was distributed and 36 students from the School of Humanities responded. The aim of this 

survey was to discover how the Careers Service can further help students before, during and after their 

compulsory year abroad. Questions varied from what employability benefits the students believed they gained 

from the year abroad, to whether they were aware that they could use the Careers Service for up to 10 years 

after graduation? 

  

What Role Do the Students Undertake When They Do Their Year Abroad? 

 

Of the 28 students of modern languages who answered the question, ‘Were you/will you be on ERASMUS or 
working as an English Language Assistant (ELA)? If other, please specify, 50% said they will be or were an 
English Language Assistant during their year abroad. 46% were/will be ERASMUS students, and 4% selected 
other as these students undertook internships.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Careers and Your Year Abroad Survey Questions  

 

The Employability Benefits of the Year Abroad 

When asked, ‘Now that you have completed your year abroad, what do you think are the main employability 
benefits of this experience?’ a variety of answers were recorded. The answered ranged from students gaining 
independence and cultural awareness to improving their language skills, adaptability and the ability to take 
initiative. Other benefits also mentioned were better time management and improved confidence.   

The feedback shows that the students value their time abroad and believe this experience allows them to 

enhance their future career prospects.  
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Useful Information before the Year Abroad  

When asked, ‘What support and information from the Careers Service would have been beneficial to 
you before your year abroad? the feedback received was varied. Some said that being informed of possible part 

time jobs to look out for and how to find them would have been beneficial, while another answer was that advice 
as to what you can do during your year abroad that will benefit career prospects would be helpful. Amongst the 
other answers was the request by outgoing ERASMUS students for help in choosing which subjects to study in 
the host university that will suit their degree. Other students simply said that no support or advice was needed 
beforehand.  

 

This feedback suggest that in order for the students to be aware of the work possibilities during their year abroad, 
an optional appointment with all students going abroad could be made so that they can meet with a careers 
advisor and have more knowledge for when they go abroad.  

 

Useful Information during the Year Abroad 

The students were asked, ‘What support and information from the Careers Service would have been beneficial to 

you during your year abroad?’ Amongst the answers given was the request for information on events to go to 

which were related to job opportunities and how to make most of the year so they could improve their CV. 

Another answer given was that being told about opportunities in the host country which would enable them to 

gain skills and experience and/or training would be beneficial. As before, some students either thought it was too 

early to consider job opportunities at this stage or they did not feel any support was needed. 

The results show that some students would like to receive more information from the Careers Service during their 

time abroad. If the suggestion for an optional meeting with students going abroad is implemented, then in this 

meeting more information could be given to the students regarding their queries about opportunities in the host 

country. In addition, at this time the advisor could make the student aware of the services provided by the 

Careers Services during the year abroad and therefore the student would know who to contact if they felt they 

wanted to improve their CV or find a job. As well as this, an email could be sent to the students during the year 

abroad to make them aware of what the Careers Service can provide and they could offer Skype appointments 

with the students. In this way the students could ask any questions and also be told of opportunities and/or 

training and events in their area. 

 

Useful Information after the Year Abroad 

The question that followed was, ‘What support and information from the Careers Service would have been 
beneficial to you after your year abroad?’ The responses included the need to understand how to explain the 
skills gained during the year abroad and the whole experience on the students’ CV. In addition, the respondents 
also suggested that they be told which job sectors to apply to with the new language skills gained and what jobs 
would benefit most from the experienced gained during this time abroad, including which job sectors would find 
this experience most appealing.  

As feedback suggests, some advice on how to showcase the year abroad would help the students greatly as it 
would also give them an understanding as to where the skills gained during this time could take them in their 
career. Therefore, an optional meeting with individual students could be organised on the students’ return home. 
An email could be sent to the students’ to advise them of this and as a result the students could feel more 
confident after the meeting as they would have a better understanding of what they could do with their new skills.  
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Knowledge of the Careers Service 

When asked, ‘Were you aware that you could use the Careers Service whilst on your year away? (e.g. via 
emails, Skype, website)’ more than 50% of students said they were not aware of this.  

 

This feedback supports the idea that an appointment with the students going abroad would be beneficial. It would 
allow them to receive more information about the possibilities while abroad and also would allow them to keep in 
touch with the Careers Service during their time abroad. As more than 50% of students were unaware of these 
opportunities perhaps more information should be given to them before they leave for their year abroad. This 
would allow more students to request help from the Careers Service and could help them locate job 
opportunities.  

 

Use of the Careers Service after Graduation 

65% of students responded no when asked, ‘Are you aware that you can use the Careers Service for up to 10 
years after graduation?’ which further suggests that the students are not as aware as they should be about the 

services provided by the Careers Service.  

 

Given these results, more communication between the Careers Service and the students seems an important 
change to make. There are many services provided to them throughout their university career and even after it, 
however many students do not know they exist. This response suggests that perhaps an optional yearly meeting 
with a careers advisor would keep the students in the loop with the services available to them. It would mean they 
would have a greater knowledge about their career prospects and with a yearly meeting they would be aware of 
the extended use of the Careers Service.  

 

Work Experience Gained While on the Year Abroad 

The final question asked was ‘Did you gain any other experience (e.g. volunteer, part time job, private tutor) 
during your time as an ERASMUS student /ELA?’  If they had, the students were asked to specify what kind of 
experience they gained. Of the students from the School of Humanities who answered the question, 71% said 
they did gain experience while abroad and only 29% said they did not. This experience gained varied from private 
English tutoring, an internship in a hotel, and waitressing to working in an English summer camp.  

 

Given that the majority of students found work while away, even though some students go abroad without the 
information from the Careers Service, it seems they use their own initiative to find work and gain experience. 
However the majority of students work as private English tutors, and with more information from the Careers 
Service they would be able to gain a wider variety of experience and perhaps obtain a job that would be 
extremely impressive on their CV. This further supports the idea that there should be more communication 
between the Careers Service and the students, and that the students are aware of the meetings available with 
the Careers Service.  
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Conclusion and Recommendations  

 

The experience abroad is widely regarded as a vital time in many students’ lives as it allows them to gain many 

interpersonal and language skills that are both attractive in the job market and beneficial at a personal and 

academic level. Despite the success of the year abroad, many students still face difficulties while studying during 

their intercalary year and such difficulties limit the positive impact that the year abroad has on them. I believe, 

however, that these issues can be overcome by introducing simple changes and additions into the programme 

which would result in an even more positive and beneficial experience for the students.  

 

Recommendations  

Below is a list of recommendations summarised from the various suggestions made during the report, which I 

believe would help to better the Erasmus/ELA programme. 

 

Before the Year Abroad 

 

 Introduce the year abroad formally to students in their first year of study so they are aware of their future 
opportunities. This should then be followed up with a meeting at the beginning of second year if the 
student will go abroad during their third year of study or at the beginning of third year if the student will 
go abroad during their fourth year. In this way the students would have a better understanding of the 
year abroad and would be able to start preparing earlier. 
 

 Appoint a designated year abroad support contact for both ERASMUS students and English Language 
Assistants at the home university and at the host school/university. This person could be a member of 
academic/teaching staff in the School of Humanities, supported by a designated member of the Course 
Support Team. 
 

 Introduce a training week that students can attend during summer where they can prepare more 
effectively for their year abroad. Joining the training week with an information day and language course 
would allow students to learn more about the role they will be expected to undertake while abroad and 
the language course would also allow students to brush up on their language skills and learn the 
appropriate register to use while abroad. 
 

 Request feedback from past students about their accommodation abroad. Use this information to make 
a document with recommendations regarding where the students should stay while studying/working. 
Also gather information and list the places for students to avoid if past students have had negative 
experiences there. To this list various accommodation websites could be added to help the students find 
a place to live. 
 

 Offer the students an optional meeting with the Careers Service before the year abroad where the 
students can be made aware of job or training opportunities while abroad.  
 

 During the optional meeting, make students aware of the services that the Careers Service provide 
during the intercalary year. In addition, an email could be sent around students abroad to advise them of 
the services available to them and to offer Skype appointments with the students in case they would like 
to discuss job opportunities, events or training in their area. 
 

 Offer an optional yearly meeting with students as this would allow them to always be aware of the 
services that the Career Service can offer them, even after they graduate. 
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During the Year Abroad 

 
 Request feedback from past students about classes in the host universities and then use this 

information to create a document with a list of classes recommended for ERASMUS students to take 
and classes that they should avoid while studying abroad in a host university.  
 

 Create a forum for ERASMUS students and academic staff in the host universities where the professors 
can update the students with any changes in class or exam timetables. 
 
 

 Create a forum where past and current students can connect and where current students can ask for 
advice from students who have previously lived in the same city.  
 

 Create a more effective buddy system at the host universities. 
 
 

After the Year Abroad 
 

 Hold an event during summer for all students returning home from abroad so they can meet up again 
before the university starts.  
 

 Hold recap classes for returning students with information on how to write an essay, and information 
about the dissertation. 
 
 

 Offer a meeting with the Careers Service on the students’ return home so the student can understand 
how to showcase their new skills on their CV and be informed of potential job possibilities. In addition, 
during this meeting they could be informed of which job sectors would be interested in their skills. 
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Appendices 

 

 

Your Year Abroad Survey 

 

 

You are about to take part in the Your Year Abroad student experience survey. The purpose of this survey is to discover how 
student experience can be improved before, during and after the student’s time abroad. 
 
By participating in this survey, you are giving consent to use the data you provide for analytical purposes and to explore and 
improve the experience of students studying/working abroad as part of their University course. You are also agreeing for this 
data to be used in an anonymised form in a report covering this subject. 
 
If you did 2 years abroad please complete the survey twice - once for each year abroad. 
If you have yet to study abroad please only complete the personal details page (the first page of questions) and the Before 
section (the page with Before written at the top). 

 

Personal Details 
What is the name of your home university? 
 
 
What is/was the title of your university course? 

 
 
In which year did you do/will you do your year abroad? 
 
 
 
In which year of study did you do/will you do your year abroad? 3rd year, 4th year etc. 
 
 
 
Were you/will you be on Erasmus or working as an English Language Assistant (ELA)? If other, please specify. 

Erasmus 

ELA 

Other  
 
 
 
In which city & country did/will you live? 
 

 

Overall Experience 
Overall, what were the biggest difficulties you had to overcome and what do you think are the most important things your home 
university should improve on? E.g support, accommodation, communication, training, assistance on return home etc. 
 
 
 
What were the best things about your year abroad and what would you say was most successful? 
  
  
 
What improvements do you think could have been made at your host university/school? 
  
 
 
 
Which of the two following year abroad programs do you think would be more beneficial? 
  

2 years (first and second years) of study at the University of Strathclyde - 1 year abroad - 2 final (third year and Honours) 
years at the University of Strathclyde 
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3 years (first, second and third years) of study at the University of Strathclyde - 1 year abroad - 1 final year (Honours) at 
the University of Strathclyde 
 
 
 
How beneficial do you think that it would be to have a designated person as a year abroad support contact from either your 
home university, the host university/school or both. Please rate on a scale of 1 to 5, 5 being very beneficial and 1 being not 
beneficial at all. 
  
  

      1 2 3 4 5 

Home university     Home 
university 1 

Home 
university 2 

Home 
university 3 

Home 
university 4 

Home 
university 5 

Host 
university/school 

    Host 
university/school 

1 

Host 
university/school 

2 

Host 
university/school 

3 

Host 
university/school 

4 

Host 
university/school 

5 

Both     
Both 1 Both 2 Both 3 Both 4 Both 5 

 

Before 
 
 
How did you organize your accommodation? If other, please specify how. 

I went out beforehand to organize accommodation 

I had temporary accommodation organized when I arrived until I found permanent accommodation 

I booked accommodation that I found online 

My home university provided details about different accommodation options 

Other  
 
 
 
Would you recommend the accommodation that you stayed in? 

Yes 

No 
 
 
 
Did you receive assistance from either your home university or your host school/university regarding accommodation? 

Home 

Host 

Both 

Neither 
 
 
 
Do you think improvements could have been made and more help given regarding accommodation? 
 
 
 
 
Were you given contact information for anyone living where you were going or for anyone who had lived there in the past? If 
yes, please specify how you received this information. 
 

Yes  
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No 
 
 
 
 
How well was the role you were expected to play presented to you before you went abroad? 
 

      
Extremely 

well Very well 
Moderately 

well Slightly well 
Not well at 

all 

How well?     
How 

well? 
Extremely 

well 

How 
well? Very 

well 

How 
well? 

Moderately 
well 

How 
well? Slightly 

well 

How 
well? Not 
well at all 

 
 
 
If you were an English Language Assistant, did you have access to any training beforehand to enable you to prepare yourself 
effectively? If yes, please give details. 

Yes  

No 

N/A 
 

During 
 
Did you have any initial problems on your arrival? For example with the school, university, theft etc. 
 
 
 
If you were a student at a university, were you assigned a buddy? If so, was it a successful experience? 
 
 
 
Do you feel you had access to the support you needed from your home university during your time abroad? 

Yes 

No 
 
 
Do you feel you had access to the support you needed from your host school/university during your time abroad? 

Yes 

No 
 
 
Do you feel that during your time abroad you were able to successfully achieve what you set out to do? Why? 
 

 
 
 
 
After 
 
How did you feel initially about the transition back home after after your time abroad? 
 
 
 
Was it easy to re-adapt to life in your home country regarding work, university, friends etc or did you encounter problems? If 
you did, please give examples.  
 
 
Do you think things could have been done to avoid these issues? 
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Did you feel prepared and ready to start university again and to do coursework, essays, dissertation etc? 

Yes 

No 
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Your Year Abroad Interview 

 

Upon reflection do you think your time abroad was positive? Is it something you are happy you have done? Why?  

Is there anything that mars your memory? 

What would your advice be in general for future students? 

Is there anything that you wish you could warn future students about? 

Is there anything you would recommend for them? 

What did you struggle with most? 

Did you feel it was easy to contact Strathclyde? 

Did you feel you knew exactly who to contact – in any situation? 

If not what do you think could be done to improve this? 

What are your thoughts on having a designated person as a year abroad support contact at home? 

And in your host country? 

Do you think the communication between the home & host school/university is adequate? 

Do you think the process for finding accommodation is effective? 

Is there any way that you think it could be improved?  

What would you think about having documents with information on where previous students stayed and liked?  

Do you think it would be helpful to have information on places in the area you are staying that were popular with students in 

previous years or would you prefer to find your own way? 

Do you think there is any way for the university to help you prepare for returning to university? 

Do you think there is any way for the university to help you prepare more for the year abroad?  

Do you think that having a 'meet up' during summer with all the students returning from their year abroad would be beneficial? 

Do you think that having a recap class before returning to university where the students could receive help on essay writing and 

other work related things would be beneficial? 

Do you think having a recap class before returning to university where the students could receive help on essay writing and 

other work related topics would be beneficial? 
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Systems and Practices in Place Interview 

 
 
 
You are about to take part in the systems and practices in place for the compulsory year abroad survey. The purpose of this 
survey is to discover if the systems used with regard to the year abroad are the same, similar or different in universities 
throughout Scotland. 
 
By participating in this survey, you are giving consent to use the data you provide for analytical purposes and to explore the 
systems provided to students studying/working abroad as part of their university course. You are also agreeing for this data to 
be used in an anonymised form in a report covering this subject. 

 
 

 

Systems and practices in place for the compulsory year abroad 

 

 Which university do you work for? 

 

 What is your role at the university? 

 

Preparation for the year abroad 

 

1. Does your department have a designated person/persons as a year abroad support contact? If so is this person an 

academic or an administrator? 

 

2. Is the named contact the same for the English Language Assistants as it is for Erasmus students? 

 

 

3. Roughly what proportion of the students at your university spend their year abroad as an English Language 

Assistant? And as an Erasmus student? 

 

4. At what stage in their university career is the year abroad first formally discussed with students at your university?   

 

 

5. Does your university have a formal meeting with your 1st year students to get them to start thinking about their year 

abroad? 

 

6. When do the students do their compulsory year abroad? After 2nd/3rd year? 

 

 

7. If the students have a compulsory year abroad how long is their university career? 4 years/5 years?  

 

8. Is contact information of former students who have previously been in the same areas that the students will live in 

provided? 

 

 

9. Do your students have access to any training before leaving for their year abroad? If so how, where and when is it 

delivered and how long does it last? 

 

 

During the year abroad  
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10. Does your university provide active support for students while on their year abroad? 

 

11. Do the students know who to contact with each specific problem they encounter? How do they know? 

 

12. Does your university assist the students when looking for accommodation? If so, how? 

 

 

After the year abroad 

 

13. Does your university provide any service to help the students reintegrate into home/university life on their return 

home, such as recap classes on how to write essays, social events for returning students, etc? 

 

14. Is the year abroad credit bearing? If so, how is it assessed? Are the students required to do an extended essay, an 

exam on their return or anything else? 
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Careers and Your Year Abroad Survey 
 
 
 
You are about to take part in the Careers and Your Year Abroad student survey. The purpose of this survey is to discover how 
the Careers Service can further help students before, during and after their time abroad. 
 
By participating in this survey, you are giving consent to use the data you provide for analytical purposes and to explore and 
improve the Careers services provided to students studying/working abroad as part of their University degree. You are also 
agreeing for this data to be used in an anonymised form in a report covering this subject. 

 

Personal Details 
 
What is the name of your home university? 

 
 
What is/was the title of your university course? 

 
 
Were you/will you be on Erasmus or working as an English Language Assistant (ELA)? If other, please specify. 

Erasmus 

ELA 

Other  
 
 
In which city & country did/will you live? 

 

Now that you have completed your year abroad, what do you think are the main employability benefits of this experience? 
 
 
 
What support and information from the Careers Service would have been beneficial to you before your year abroad? 
 
 
 
 What support and information from the Careers Service would have been beneficial to you during your year abroad? 
 
 
 
 What support and information from the Careers Service would have been beneficial to you after your year abroad? 
 

 

Were you aware that you could use the Careers Service whilst on your year away? (e.g. via emails, Skype, website) 

Yes 

No 
 
 
Are you aware that you can use the Careers Service for up to 10 years after graduation? 

Yes 

No 
 
 
Did you gain any other experience (e.g. volunteer, part time job, private tutor) during your time as an Erasmus student /ELA?  If 
so, please specify…. 
 

Yes  

No  
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Consent Form 

 

Participant Information and Consent Form   

 

 Transitioning the Year Abroad – 

Before/During/After 

 

 

You are being invited to participate in a small research project entitled ‘Transitioning the Year Abroad – Before/During/After’. Please 

read and consider the following information about the study and do not hesitate to ask any questions you may have. 

My contact details  
 
Hayley Caldwell 
Email address: h.caldwell@live.co.uk  
Mobile: 07481361363 
 
 

About the Project 

 

My name is Hayley Caldwell and I am a recent graduate from the University of Strathclyde.   

I am currently undertaking an internship in the area of Modern Languages, within the School of Humanities. The purpose of my study is 

to examine year abroad transitions. As part of this research I am conducting a series of interviews to investigate the students’ 

experience with regard to their year abroad. 

I alone will have access to the recordings. This information will be stored only until the internship ends (approximate date: 1st of 

August). 

 
Transitioning the Year Abroad – Before / During / After is a student-led project which aims to look into the major transition phase the 
year abroad represents for language students. By gathering feedback from current students who are either about to go on their year 
abroad, currently abroad or have just come back from their intercalary year, the team will aim to produce a clear picture of the current 
situation in terms of challenges, support available, and training requirements. The project aims to: 
·Get a real sense of what the students’ experiences are in relation the transition cycle around the year abroad; 
·Assess to what extent students are aware of the added value factor which the year abroad represents in terms of recruitment and 
careers; 
·Look at what is currently offered within the School of Humanities in terms of support and training for students before, during and after 
their year abroad; 
·Produce a full report with recommendations; 
·Implement innovative changes based on recommendations. 
 
 

Your role 

 Your role, as an interviewee, is to respond to the questions asked, in as much detail as you choose. Participation is voluntary 

and you are free to withdraw at any point in the study. 

 The interview will be recorded for research purposes. The data, however, will remain anonymous. 

 

 I                                                                    

(PRINT NAME) 

Hereby agree to take part in the above 

project 

Signature of Participant: 

                                                                        Date 


