Intercultural Experiences of Foreign
Students: Erasmus Students’ Perspectives
on their Development of Cross-cultural
Awareness
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The Erasmus Mundus Program
•
•
•

•

Background: Established in 1987 to promote student mobility between international
universities in Europe and other industrialized and Third World countries.
Goals: To create “dialogue and understanding between people and cultures” (European
Commission, n. d., para. 1) in order to promote social, personal and economic growth
according to the aims of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages:
Learning,Teaching, Assessment (CEFR) (CoE, 2001, 2001; European Commission, 2011).
Participation: Over 3 million students from 27 European Union member countries, as well as
Croatia, Turkey, Iceland, Norway, Liechtenstein and Switzerland, have participated in study
abroad as beneficiaries of Erasmus funding (European Commission, 2011).
Benefits: Students who study abroad through programs such as Erasmus tend to exhibit
increased competencies in foreign language proficiency; intercultural understanding;
academic knowledge; communicative ability; problem-solving; and leadership ability
(Bracht et al., 2006).
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Students’ Experiences with the Erasmus Study Abroad Program
A limited number of formalized studies have been carried out to explore whether
this program of international study is, in fact, achieving its aims.

• The existing research indicates that, from a broad perspective, the majority
of program participants report positive results, including:

•
•

•

Affirmative and enriching experiences (e.g., Mutlu, Alacahan, & Erdil, 2010);
Acquisition of skills that have benefited participants in both their personal and
professional lives (Bracht et al., 2006).

On the other hand, more focused investigations have also noted numerous
problems that may have a negative impact:

•
•

Language barriers, cultural differences, and difficulties related to the program of study
(Lipowski, 2012);
Logistical issues, unresponsive mentors and difficulties readjusting to their home
environment upon completion of study abroad (Aydın, 2012).
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• Need for further research: The researchers believe that it is important to
develop a more precise and in-depth understanding of participating
students’ personal experiences in the course of Erasmus study, both from an
academic and social perspective.

• Expected contribution: The findings of this study may assist in identifying the
strengths and potential weaknesses in individual institutions’
implementations of the Erasmus program and guide program coordinators
in designing a more enriching environment for visiting students.
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1.

After spending time in Turkey, what were the participants’ overall impressions of
Turks and Turkish culture?

2.

What types of social interactions did they experience, and how did these affect
their attitudes toward Turks and Turkish culture?

3.
4.

How did they view their experience from an academic perspective?

5.

Did the participants believe that their experience had affected their perceptions
toward people of other cultures in general?

How did they feel about their communicative skills in Turkish, and how did their
level of proficiency affect their overall experience?
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• A qualitative approach was employed in this investigation in order to gain
an in-depth understanding of their views (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007).

• Data

collection took place via open-ended survey questions that were
designed to elicit respondents’ views concerning their intercultural
experiences in Turkey.
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• The study was carried out at a prominent university located in Turkey’s
eastern Black Sea region in the 2012-1013 academic year.

• A purposive method of sampling was employed (Patton, 2002), as the focus
of the study was on the views of a specific group of individuals.

• Nine Erasmus-sponsored students from four different countries agreed to
participate in the study.

•

Informed consent was obtained for use of the survey responses.
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Participant
Designation

Nationality

Gender

Education
Level

Major

L1
L2
L3
S1
S2
R1

Lithuanian
Lithuanian
Lithuanian
Spanish
Spanish
Romanian

Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Male

Fine Arts
Psychology
Psychology
Engineering
Mining engineering
Arts

R2

Romanian

Female

Undergraduate
Undergraduate
Undergraduate
Undergraduate
Undergraduate
Graduate
(Masters)
Undergraduate

R3
E1

Romanian
Estonian

Male
Female
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Undergraduate
Graduate
(Masters)

International
relations/European
studies
Arts
Urban and regional
planning

Length of
Time in
Turkey
3 months
3 months
8 months
8 months
8 months
8 months
3 months

4 months
2.5 months

•
•

•

The data were collected via a series of open-ended survey questions (Fraenkel &
Wallen, 2008).
The survey items revolved around the following:

•
•
•
•
•
•

participants’ prior beliefs about Turkish culture;
their views of Turkish culture following their experience;
their level of comfort with Turkish culture;
their prior and current proficiency in the Turkish language;
their perceptions of Turkish attitudes toward their home cultures;
whether they would return or maintain contact with any of their Turkish acquaintances.

The list of survey items was reviewed by a colleague who had experience with the
Erasmus program in order to confirm the appropriateness of the survey questions
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(Merriam,
2002).

Following collection of the completed surveys:

•
•
•

The participants’ responses were reviewed individually by each of the researchers and
their initial impressions concerning the character of the responses were recorded.
The researchers met to collaborate on their interpretations, confirming or adjusting
their interpretations according to consensus.
A research report was prepared and an outside auditor was asked to review the
researchers’ interpretations of the data (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2008; Merriam, 2002)
© 2017 Dr. Servet ÇELİK All Rights Reserved

Participants’ General Impressions of Turkish Culture

•
•

Prior to their experience, the respondents’ views of Turkish culture were mainly based on impressions
obtained from the media or from friends and family who had visited Turkey. The general view expressed by
the respondents comprised a conservative, religious culture where men play a more active social role, while
women tend to remain at home.
At the time of data collection, the participants had spent at least 2.5 months and a maximum of 8 months
at the university and had had an opportunity to confirm or adjust these views. For most of the participants,
the impression remained that the majority of Turks were conservative and religious:
Participant L1 :“A lot of different people live in Turkey, and the majority of them are very religious. These are conservative
people, too, [with a] very complicated dressing style for women.”
Participant L2: “Turkey has more rules and is more reserved as a country. Lithuanian people have more freedom in behaving as
individuals like.”

•

Participant S2: “It’s a closed culture and they live many years ago. They need to improve many things.”

Two of the participants expressed a different view:
Participant L2: “Not all of them [Turkish people] are really Muslims.”
Participant
S1:Dr.“There
are All
two
parts:
those who try to be more liberal and those who try to hold on to traditions.”
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Results (continued)
Participants’ Experiences with Social Interactions

•

Most of the participants remarked favorably on the friendly interactions they had experienced:

•
•
•

•

Participant S1: “People stare us because we speak a different language”
Participant E1: “Everybody watch[es] me like I’m from the moon” (E1).

“I can’t dress like I want. I felt under pressure from Turkish people.”

Few of the respondents reported spending much time with Turkish students, instead associating more frequently with other Erasmus
students:

•
•

•

Participant L3 : “Close friends invited me to spend time with them, to participate in more events, to visit some places; they tried to speak English and to
communicate with me.”

Participant L1 likewise expressed discomfort in the attitudes she perceived from the Turkish people around her:

•

•

Participant S1 : “I love that they are really polite with the people that they consider as guests.”

On the other hand, several of the respondents indicated that they were conscious of their status as outsiders:

•
•

•

Participant R2,: “Every time someone asks me what [Turkish people] are like, I always say that they are very friendly and kind.”

Participant L2: I did not maintain a strong relationship with anybody; I spent more time with my country people because of the circumstances; we all 5
Lithuanians were living in the same place. And it was hard to communicate because the Turks were rarely able to speak English.
Participant R2: spent the majority of his time “with the other foreign students, because we share the same floor.”

In one exception,
however, Participant L3 felt that she had spent significant time with her Turkish friends:
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•

We meet every day in class; they suggested socializing, and I agreed. Someone invited me to their home to drink tea, to eat breakfast, to have a barbecue, to
go to the cinema, to travel together and play pool.

Results (continued)
Perceptions Concerning the Academic Aspect of the Program
The participants gave only minimal responses to the questions concerning the academic aspects
of their study-abroad term.
• A few of the students expressed some initial difficulties adapting to the new environment.

•
•

Participant S1 reflected that understanding the procedures of the department was also an issue in the
beginning, but “it isn’t a big problem” due to the willingness of others to help out with any questions
or concerns.
Participant L2 experienced a similar issue: At the beginning, I did not feel very welcome [in the
department]. Everything was quite unclear. But after I came and met some people who offered to
help, and who were always ready to help, I changed my opinion.
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Results (continued)
Perceptions Concerning their Proficiency in Turkish and Its Impact on Their Experience
Unlike the strictly academic aspects of their stay, the participants’ Turkish language ability appeared to have a significant impact on their overall experience in the program.

•

Only one of the participants reporting having any previous knowledge of Turkish.
Participant L3, “I didn’t have any knowledge about [the] Turkish language in my country; I met with it for the first time when I came to Turkey.”
Participant R2: “The only word I knew in Turkish was ‘Merhaba’ [Hello].”

•

In spite of their general lack of ability to communicate in Turkish, most of the students had not come to Turkey with any intention of learning or using Turkish at all.

•
•
•

•

Participant L1: “I did not plan to speak Turkish; I expected to use the English language.”
Participant L3: “I didn’t think about that; I was concentrating on the English language, because Erasmus is international project.”

In addition to the perception that learning Turkish had not been a major consideration in their decision to study abroad, some of the respondents revealed a degree of
expectation that the lack of ability of Turkish students to communicate in English was a shortcoming.

•

•
•
•
•

Participant E1: “The decision to study abroad had nothing to do with language; I just wanted the abroad experience.”

Participant L1: “It’s one minus--just few people speak in English. Turkish people need to concentrate on foreign languages, especially in English.

On the other hand, based on their experience, the participants expressed a willingness and effort to improve their Turkish skills:
Participant S1: “[The university] must increase the [amount] of Turkish lessons.
Participant L3 : “I bought dictionary; I enjoyed the Turkish language lessons in the university; and I asked my Turkish friends to explain or translate some expressions.
Participant L2: “I learnt those skills which I needed to have short conversation or to shop, etc.”
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Impact of the Experience on Their Perceptions of Turkish Culture

•

The participants generally agreed that the program had offered an opportunity to expand
their views of Turkish culture.

•

•
•

Participant L3: “Because I had an opportunity to see Turkish culture from inside, to talk with Turkish
people and spend some time with them, to ask questions or to listen what they are saying,” she was
able to deepen her understanding of the Turkish people. Following her experience, she believed that
“it’s different from Europe. They have different relationships between each other. Their people are
somewhere between village and city. They are simple.”
Participant R2: “I hope I will return very soon, because I like the culture and the people.”
Participant L2: “Because I was not so much like a tourist, I could understand Turkish culture more
thoroughly. In some ways now, I can compare how it is in my country and here. There are so many
differences, I think; I can better value some things in Lithuania.”

© 2017 Dr. Servet ÇELİK All Rights Reserved

•

•

•

On the basis of the participants’ responses, it can be seen that on the whole, little changed concerning their initial impressions of Turks and
Turkish culture, as they believed both before and after the study that the culture was fairly conservative in comparison with their home
countries. On the other hand, several of the participants were able to discern that the stereotypical view they had initially held did not apply
to all individuals, thus demonstrating that, in accordance with the Erasmus program’s objectives, they were successful in increasing their
intercultural awareness (Bracht et al., 2006).
In terms of the social interactions they experienced, the participants mainly found the Turkish people to be friendly and welcoming. As a
result, they were able to enjoy spending time with the Turkish students they met and to experience aspects of the culture that might have
been closed to them if they had visited in a touristic capacity. In addition, they developed friendly relationships with other Erasmussponsored students, and the positive nature of their experiences in Turkey fostered an intention to return. These factors point to the social
and cultural growth that are among the main goals of the CEFR and the Erasmus mobility program (CoE, 2001, 2001; European Commission,
2011).

While the academic aspects of the program emphasized by Bracht et al. (2006) did not figure significantly in their responses, the experience
seems to have been positive on the whole. On the other hand, the respondents’ overall lack of proficiency in Turkish appears to have
hindered their efforts to interact more frequently with Turks (Lipowski, 2012). Furthermore, while the participants had expected to improve
their skills in English, they expressed only minor interest in learning Turkish and learned only enough to communicate on a basic level. As
Kumpikaite and Duoba (2007) point to the development of foreign language skills as one of the most important goals of student mobility, it
can be argued that the students did not benefit fully from their study abroad in this respect.
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•

•

•
•

The results of the present study are limited to the views of a small number of respondents; and multiple factors, including the personal
characteristics, academic interests, and previous intercultural experiences of these individuals may have influenced their perceptions of their
experiences. In terms of the immediate circumstances, it can be seen that overall, the students’ perceptions were positive and that the
program objectives of fostering intercultural awareness and social growth were met. However, it appears that the ability of the participants
to socialize or to experience the culture on more than a surface level was impaired by two factors.
First, the living situation of the students creates a likelihood that they would associate more frequently with other Erasmus students,
including those from their own cultural and linguistic backgrounds, as opposed to seeking out Turkish students for socializing. A
reconfiguration of these arrangements might encourage greater interaction between Turkish and foreign students, resulting in greater
cultural awareness on both sides. Second, the language barrier appears to have posed a significant obstacle in terms of interactions between
foreign and Turkish individuals. This problem may be addressed, in part, by offering intensive courses in Turkish that are focused on the
needs of foreign students studying in Turkey.
In addition to adjustments to living arrangements and greater attention to developing foreign students’ Turkish skills, program coordinators
might consider establishing activities that are designed to bring Erasmus students and their Turkish classmates together for social
interactions and sharing of culture.
While the circumstances for Erasmus students at any given university are highly situational, program planners may take the results of this
study into account in determining how best to meet the needs of the program participants in a broad range of linguistic and cultural
environments.

© 2017 Dr. Servet ÇELİK All Rights Reserved

For questions and/or feedback…
Please contact
Servet Çelik at servet61@ktu.edu.tr

Thank you!
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