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Chapter 3 
Articulating Study Abroad: The Depth Dimension

Sharon Wilkinson

Abstract
As more and more undergraduate students at all levels within our foreign
language programs opt to complete part of their studies in a target lan-
guage country, the need to consider the curricular fit between study abroad
and the home campus program is becoming imperative. Using Lange’s
(1982) concepts of horizontal, vertical, and interdisciplinary articulation,
this chapter considers (1) what we can learn about articulating study
abroad when we examine it through Lange’s lens, and (2) what we can
learn about articulation theory when we take into account the unique char-
acteristics of study abroad. It is argued that the overseas immersion envi-
ronment differs crucially from the home campus setting in its proliferation
and importance of out-of-class learning opportunities. Study abroad
research reveals that this extracurricular setting is notoriously complex,
characterized by a convergence of multiple linguistic and cultural demands
that are also sensitive to numerous personal factors.To capture this issue of
intensity that seems to be the key difference between home and host envi-
ronments, a depth dimension to Lange’s model is proposed, encompassing
interdisciplinary articulation and complementing existing horizontal and
vertical axes. Implications of applying a broader three-dimensional articu-
lation model to the home curriculum, particularly the introductory lan-
guage program, are also discussed.

Articulation between study abroad and the stateside foreign language (FL) cur-
riculum has always posed a challenge. Until recently, though, this issue has
attracted little attention, perhaps because study abroad was traditionally viewed
as extracurricular, “an attractive add-on” to a course of study but not integral to
the curriculum itself (Rubin 1996, p. A66), or perhaps because relatively few stu-
dents were involved, and thus any problems affected only an easily overlooked
minority. Other articulation issues have certainly been far more widespread and
pressing, such as the transition from high school to college (e.g., Cooper,
Kalivoda, and Morain 1990; Cummins 1987; Halff and Frisbie 1977; Jackson 1996;
Jackson and Masters-Wicks 1995; Lafayette 1980; Mosher 1989; Swaffar 1991;
Webb 1979). With the unprecedented proliferation of overseas educational oppor-
tunities since the early 1990s and the ever-increasing number and diversity of
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participants, however, the need to consider the role of study abroad within the
overall FL curriculum has become more obvious.

Some useful examples of how study abroad has been successfully integrated into
the larger curriculum at various institutions are already available (e.g., Burn 1991;
Chieffo and Zipser 2001). This chapter, though, departs from a case study approach
to focus on the more abstract level, using the unique curricular challenges that
study abroad presents to give further input into the development of a generalizable
theory of articulation. In particular, the interaction between curricular theory and
study abroad is examined from two perspectives. First, the existing concepts of hori-
zontal, vertical, and interdisciplinary articulation (Lange 1982) provide a framework
for exploring the issues that are involved in integrating study abroad into the cur-
riculum. Second, characteristics of study abroad that are not well captured by the
current tripartite view of articulation provide an impetus for proposing an expansion
of Lange’s model, positing that interdisciplinary articulation is actually part of a
much larger concept of curricular depth. Perhaps because Lange’s ideas have not
heretofore been applied to the articulation of study abroad, the need for a depth
dimension has not been salient, for it is certainly clearest in the context of overseas
immersion. However, curricular depth is not limited to study abroad. Enlarging the
third dimension of Lange’s model in this way can help us reconceptualize articula-
tion issues in the broader FL curriculum as well, including aspects of particular rel-
evance to introductory language programs and their directors.

Concepts of Articulation Applied to Study Abroad
In his seminal discussion of curricular articulation, Lange (1982) distinguishes
three dimensions: horizontal, vertical, and interdisciplinary. Horizontal articulation
concerns itself with the “coordination of any curriculum across the many or several
classes that are simultaneously attempting to accomplish the same objectives”
(p. 115). As such, it might be viewed as the degree of similarity of learning
experiences within a given level. Vertical articulation involves the “internal flow of a
program from its beginning to its completion” (p. 115). In essence, it is the degree of
smoothness of transition from one level to the next. Interdisciplinary articulation
refers to the “capability of a second language as a school subject to associate with
other disciplines in the curriculum” (p. 116). It reflects the degree of overlap and
interaction with other fields (e.g., history, business) that is built into the curriculum.

As Byrnes (1990) observes, horizontal articulation may be the most straightfor-
ward of the three dimensions to implement because it is “primarily a matter of
supervision and coordination of instruction within a given program” (p. 281).
Vertical articulation, on the other hand, is rarely a simple task, as it often involves
mutual agreement among multiple parties at a variety of levels—not only among
individual instructors but among departments and institutions as well—about the
goals, approaches, and evaluation methods that will be used. Difficult as it is to
achieve, vertical articulation is, as Byrnes points out, “at the core of the issue”
because “it speaks most directly to how specific learning goals, however determined,
can in fact be attained” (p. 281). Interdisciplinary articulation, according to Byrnes,
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“can take a whole range of forms, from a relatively simple coordination of topics
between the foreign language and, for example, the social studies classes, to the total
integration of language and content instruction of immersion programs” (p. 281).
Clearly, the greater the variety of people, disciplines, and institutions involved, the
more complicated all dimensions of articulation become, which may account for
some of the challenges of coordinating overseas and home campus curricula. 

To be sure, there is not a singular model of study abroad for which an articu-
lation “recipe” could be derived. Goodwin and Nacht (1988), in their survey of
more than one hundred colleges and universities around the United States,
observed a wide spectrum of study abroad profiles, and the variety of overseas edu-
cational opportunities has only increased since that time (Rubin 1996; Wilkinson
2001). Some colleges and universities have attempted to address articulation diffi-
culties in their program design by transporting their own teaching staff overseas,
offering home campus courses overseas, or housing students and faculty in a
university-operated center (Goodwin and Nacht 1988). By making the overseas
learning environment more similar to the stateside one, they can exercise greater
control over the contributions that study abroad will make to their curriculum,
but they must also accept the potential compromise of an important aspect of
overseas education: the experiential learning that can occur through exposure to a
culturally different way of doing things. For the purposes of this discussion,
though, the focus will be on one prototypical model of study abroad in which stu-
dents live with local families or in university residence halls and receive transfer
credit for courses taught by native instructors at a host country institution. To be
sure, this common format exists in summer, semester, and academic-year ver-
sions, each of which has its own unique considerations related to length of stay
and season, among other things. As a group, however, programs that place stu-
dents in direct contact with target culture natives and educational contexts—
regardless of duration or seasonal timing—reveal most clearly the primary issues
surrounding the articulation of learning abroad and learning at home. 

Horizontal Articulation of Study Abroad
As soon as we conceptualize horizontal articulation as the degree of similarity of
experience across learning options at a given level, we begin to see one of the first
challenges of articulating study abroad. Overseas immersion, especially in its most
effective forms, is simply not very similar to its home campus alternative (nor do
we necessarily want it to be!). Although the overarching goals of linguistic and
cultural proficiency and broadened intellectual horizons carry across contexts, the
routes to achieving these outcomes, as well as the outcomes themselves, are often
very different (e.g., Carlson et al. 1990; DeKeyser 1991; Freed 1995; Lafford 1995;
Regan 1995). 

One of the stark contrasts between study abroad and home campus programs
is the extent to which out-of-class learning contributes to the achievement of cur-
ricular goals. Overseas, we count on the extracurricular to be curricular. Very
often it is the immersion promise of using the target language and experiencing
the target culture beyond the classroom, rather than curricular matters, such as
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course offerings, that we use to entice students to go abroad. The problem with
such heavy reliance on extracurricular learning from an articulation perspective is
that it tends to be highly unpredictable and serendipitous. Engle (1995) offers a
rather cynical slant on this problem, but his point is well taken. He notes that,
when overseas curricula ignore out-of-class elements, they are, in effect, assuming
that “the experience of living abroad” will “work its magic on MTV-clogged hearts
and minds” (p. A56). In response to Rivers’s (1998, p. 492) question, “Is being
there enough?,” Engle would say no. His experience as a study abroad program
director has been that “all but the most confident and outgoing students spend
most of their leisure time moving in packs with other Americans ..., [seeking] the
safety of other English speakers or the sheltering anonymity of obsessive weekend
traveling” (p. A56). The bottom line is that, left to their own devices, some stu-
dents make amazing strides in their linguistic and cultural learning—to the point
that people refer to study abroad as miraculous (e.g., Hoff 1986)—whereas other
participants do not (e.g., Brecht, Davidson, and Ginsberg 1995; Freed 1991;
Milleret 1991). 

Why such differences occur is an empirical question that has attracted consid-
erable attention recently. In some countries, traits as basic as race (Talburt and
Stewart 1999) and gender (Brecht and Robinson 1993; Kline 1993; Polanyi 1995;
Twombly 1995) can make a difference in how easily participants are able to enter
the host society, with women and minorities at an apparent disadvantage in many
cultures. Not surprisingly, personality seems to play an important role as well
(DeKeyser 1991; Pellegrino 1997; Siegal 1995), although Pellegrino (1997) cau-
tions against stereotyping certain traits (e.g., extroversion) as advantageous, citing
numerous examples of how situations themselves can also influence risk-taking
behavior. Laubscher (1994) and Wilkinson (1998a) both point out how one lucky
(or unlucky) encounter in the host environment can sway the whole experience
for a student, either toward or away from linguistic and cultural integration.

In the controlled environment of the classroom, such individual characteris-
tics as race, gender, or personality do not generally open or close opportunities for
learning in the way that they can beyond the classroom. In the United States, this
difference in setting is not typically a curricular issue, because the extracurricular
components are truly outside the curriculum, as the term implies. But in a study
abroad context, where out-of-class learning is potentially as directly applicable to
our curricular goals as course work is, we must take the extracurricular into
account, in all of its complexity. In essence, then, those who wish to align a study
abroad option with a home campus alternative must consider two comparisons:
the home campus classes with the overseas ones and the home campus curricu-
lum with the overseas immersion experiences. The former, of course, is much
more straightforward than the latter, although cultural differences in the two edu-
cational systems can even make articulation of classroom learning difficult, as we
shall see in the context of vertical articulation. 

With regard to the fit between the extracurricular overseas and the curricular
at home, the question arises as to which kinds of horizontal articulation efforts
will improve the quality of the learning experience. It is obvious that, if we really
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tried to make the host environment equivalent to the home campus one, we would
be throwing the proverbial baby out with the bathwater. What would be the point
of going abroad if the overseas program were designed to provide essentially the
same experience as staying home? Pure horizontal articulation is clearly not the
best solution to home-abroad alignment difficulties. However, gross inequities in
the quality of the foreign extracurricular learning experience, often caused by fac-
tors completely beyond students’ control (e.g., race, gender), make it impossible to
argue in favor of ignoring horizontal issues altogether. We would be better served
by recognizing the advantageous differences between the two contexts and finding
systematic ways to help students benefit from them.

One promising possibility is to create a curricular bridge within the study
abroad program to the extracurricular world in the form of a credit-bearing
opportunity to engage with the host community, such as a service-learning
project or an internship (Engle 1995), a language learning supplement involving
newspapers, films, plays, museums, and so forth, in the host city (Day 1987; Ensz
1988), or a course designed to give students strategies and background knowl-
edge for understanding and connecting with the cultural context (Talburt and
Stewart 1999). Another avenue is to provide students with a written tutorial offer-
ing guidance on how to assimilate in an unfamiliar cultural setting during over-
seas study (Paige et al. 2002). Still another is to augment the home curriculum,
such as through virtual study abroad projects (Pertusa-Seva and Stewart 2000) or
a special immersion-like course (Long 1997), to render it more similar to the
overseas classroom experience. In addition to these proposals, the task of helping
students take advantage of the horizontal mismatch between overseas and home
contexts is an issue of vertical articulation.

Vertical Articulation of Study Abroad
If vertical articulation refers to the smoothness of transition from one level to the
next, then, applied to study abroad, it encompasses the preparation for, entry into,
and reintegration from overseas immersion. Because study abroad already differs
in significant horizontal ways from home campus options, vertical articulation—
which tends to be difficult to achieve even from one course to the next within the
same department—becomes far more complex. In the transition from home to
immersion environments, we can discern at least three axes of adjustment: lan-
guage, culture, and personal identity.

Just as we saw in the case of horizontal articulation, the vertical dimension of
the linguistic transition is characterized by the same two fronts: in-class and out-
of-class. Within the classroom, the issues depend somewhat on the type of institu-
tion that is providing instruction to students overseas. In programs where
participants are enrolled in a language school for international students, as is typ-
ical of many study abroad opportunities, the core classes generally focus on
improving linguistic proficiency, a goal of many courses in the stateside curricu-
lum as well. The challenge, however, often lies in determining the best entry point
for U.S. students. Placement testing abroad, designed to help ease such vertical
articulation problems, is often based on a mastery model of language instruction,
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whereby a student must have full control of a particular set of grammatical struc-
tures before moving to the next level. This approach contrasts with the cyclical
model that pervades most FL programs in the United States in which structures
are revisited and honed at higher levels in an effort to help learners progress
toward greater control. The result is that students may end up repeating essen-
tially the same portion of the grammatical syllabus for which they have already
received credit at home. Concerns about insufficient academic rigor—both from
administrators (e.g., Cholakian 1992; Day 1987; Engle 1995) and from program
participants (e.g., Carlson et al. 1990; Miller and Ginsberg 1995; Pellegrino
1997)—seem to be at least partially rooted in this vertical mismatch. 

In programs where U.S. students are mainstreamed into the foreign univer-
sity, the linguistic issue is likely not to be the unnecessary overlap, but rather the
sizable gap, between the language proficiency expectations of the courses that
they just exited at home and those of the courses designed for native speakers
that they are attending overseas (Kern 2003). Likewise, the unwritten rules of
education in the host country (e.g., faculty-student roles and relationships; the
relative importance of rote learning versus independent thinking; the nature of
out-of-class assignments, either explicit or implicit; the methods of evaluation;
the grading scale and underlying meaning of its various increments) may also
present subtle but crucial differences to which one must adapt in order to be suc-
cessful (e.g., Bacon 2002; Cholakian 1992). 

Even though the academic transition from home to host countries can be
rocky, it is usually far smoother than the adjustment from in-class to out-of-class
language use. More often than not, students feel broadsided by the linguistic
demands placed on them outside the controlled environment of the classroom,
despite the fact that they have fulfilled, and perhaps excelled in, the program pre-
requisites. The following reflection of a study abroad student is not atypical: “The
Spanish language was fairly new to me when I arrived in Toledo, Spain. I simply
took the required Spanish to become eligible for a trip such as this. Upon arrival, I
was bombarded with new words, a deep Spanish accent, and conversations at an
accelerated speed. How was I to learn to speak Spanish stronger when I feel all
I learned was not applicable?” (Justin, cited in Paige et al. 2002, p. 178).

Interestingly, another student facing the same problem overseas suggested
augmenting one’s extracurricular language use in the United States as a way of
smoothing this transition, suggesting that the primary adjustment hurdle indeed
lies outside the classroom: “To me, the number one project for pre-departure
would be EXPOSE YOURSELF TO THE LANGUAGE (which I did not do enough)!
Rent movies. Go to conversation groups. Figure out how to get a host country
radio station over the Internet. Order books-on-tape in the target language
through interlibrary loan. (Or better: ask your language teachers. They probably
have stuff.) I’m sort of ranting because the one aspect of my German that is the
most frustrating is the inability to understand speech” (Molly, cited in Paige et al.
2002, p. 165). In most FL programs in the United States, there is definitely room
for growth in drawing more immersion-type experiences such as these into the
curricular organization.
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Although linguistic transitions—both within and beyond course work—
certainly present a formidable challenge to articulating study abroad and home
campus learning, the cultural adjustments, which can be even more crucial, tend
to be all the more elusive. Part of the problem lies in the subtle power of cultural
differences to consume one’s energy and motivation, as De Ley (1975) observes:
“Typically ... on arrival in a foreign country, the simplest actions of everyday life
may require astute deduction and intense mental effort. Streetcars, restaurant
menus, plumbing fixtures, banks, and bureaucracies all may present simple but
enigmatic cues requiring immediate correct interpretation. Within a few hours or
a few days the sheer number of such interpretive operations may become very
large indeed. The result is fatigue, frustration that things so simple can be so diffi-
cult, and a growing feeling of ... meaninglessness” (p. 837).

Culture shock has long been recognized as an inherent part of study abroad,
but it has not generally been viewed as relevant to the curriculum, either overseas
or at home. However, research is beginning to reveal that students’ reactions to
the cultural dissonance they experience may indeed hold important curricular
ramifications if their encounters ultimately discourage them from seeking oppor-
tunities to engage with the host community (e.g., Pellegrino 1997; Polanyi 1995;
Talburt and Stewart 1999; Twombly 1995; Wilkinson 1998a, 1998b). When symp-
toms of culture shock (such as fatigue, frustration, anxiety, feelings of helpless-
ness) thwart students’ intentions to focus on programmatic and personal goals for
learning, the smoothness of the cultural transition from home to host environ-
ments becomes vital to curricular success. 

As Church (1982) observes in his extensive review of research on cross-
cultural adaptation, “conceptualizing sojourner adjustment in terms of learning
principles implies procedures for reducing maladjustment” (p. 543). Bacon (2002),
De Ley (1975), Laubscher (1994), Paige et al. (2002), and Talburt and Stewart
(1999) all suggest that opportunities for students to debrief their cross-cultural
encounters can help ease frustration and transform sojourner adjustment into a
learning process, as Church suggests. Data from studies by Kline (1993),
Pellegrino (1997), and Wilkinson (1995, 1998b) further indicate that if such a dis-
cussion opportunity is not organized by the program, participants may well form
their own spontaneous support groups among their peers, which, without inter-
vention from a “key informant” (Laubscher 1994), may or may not turn out to be
beneficial for cultural and linguistic adaptation.

Discussion and awareness can also be an important element of the third tran-
sition, which is the least obvious vertical articulation issue—that of changes in
personal identity. Just as culture shock is usually a non-issue at home, a student’s
self-image, particularly as it relates to language, is generally well anchored on
campus, where all kinds of affiliations, such as majors, involvement in extracur-
ricular activities (e.g., clubs, music groups, sports, fraternities or sororities, jobs),
and participation in a variety of classes, serve as one’s principal identity markers.
The limited time that students spend using the target language in a U.S. classroom
environment does not pose much of a threat to their native language identity
given that they must play the role of an FL student for only a few hours each week. 
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Upon entering an immersion context, however, many of the familiar identity
markers from home become irrelevant and are replaced by others such as
“American” and “foreigner”—labels that the students may or may not welcome.
Suddenly, students must use their limited target language skills as their primary
means of communicating who they are to the host community. Moreover, they are
cast in a wide variety of roles (e.g., houseguest, customer) steeped with underly-
ing, culturally defined pragmatic expectations. That they may have simulated such
situations with U.S. classmates in their language courses at home does not mean
that they have felt the identity shift that comes with experiencing them for real.

Like culture shock, the identity crisis that many students face overseas can
interfere with the pursuit of curricular goals. In search of home identity tethers,
students may create a compatriot “island” where they can avoid perceived threats
to their self-image. Whereas research suggests that home culture anchoring can
be beneficial to the extent that it allows students to refuel before going back into
the host culture “ocean” (e.g., Church 1982; De Ley 1975; Kline 1993; Wilkinson
1995), association with U.S. peers, if taken to an extreme, can also result in isola-
tion from the very aspects of study abroad that precipitate learning gains.
Although it is tempting to dismiss identity and cultural transitions as tangential to
the curriculum, to do so would be to overlook a vital piece of the vertical articula-
tion challenge from the familiar to the foreign. 

Moreover, the move into an overseas immersion setting is only half the pic-
ture. The reintegration of study abroad alumni into the home curriculum can also
pose a challenge for vertical articulation. Horizontally, the experiences of overseas
program participants differ from those of their stateside counterparts, so when the
two groups are reunited in the home curriculum, there is often a mismatch in
their background knowledge, experiential base, skill level, and needs. How to chal-
lenge the study abroad participants while maintaining expectations that are realis-
tic of the home campus cohort is a curricular struggle that many professors face.
To further complicate matters, reverse culture shock and identity struggles often
plague the homeward transition as well, making returning students question how
they fit into the curriculum (Paige et al. 2002). Just as we might profitably con-
sider building possibilities for collective adaptation into our curricula overseas (De
Ley 1975), we might also improve the vertical articulation from foreign to home
environments with a curricular opportunity on campus for debriefing experiences
and making use of newly acquired skills (Milleret 1990).

As we have seen, both horizontal and vertical axes of articulation are signifi-
cantly more complicated when we attempt to integrate two very different settings
into the curriculum. To summarize, the main challenges seem to center around
the following characteristics of learning in the overseas environment, which differ
from those of the familiar home campus context:

1. Extracurricular experiences overseas are paramount to the attainment
of curricular goals, whereas at home they are not.

2. These same extracurricular experiences vary widely from individual to
individual.
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3. Individual experiences and perceptions can be heavily influenced by factors
beyond students’ control (e.g., gender, race, personality, luck).

4. Individual experiences and perceptions can also vary widely because students
choose the ways in which they will spend their extracurricular time.

5. Choices about whether to take advantage of certain learning opportunities
can be influenced in counterproductive ways by unexpected linguistic,
cultural, and identity differences (i.e., sojourner adjustment difficulties)
between home and immersion contexts.

In light of these observations, there seem to be two primary approaches to
mitigating the potential barriers to horizontal and vertical articulation that study
abroad introduces: (1) augment the home curriculum to make it a bit more simi-
lar to the overseas experience, and (2) augment the study abroad experience to
bridge the gap between non-immersion and immersion contexts. Interdisciplinary
articulation offers one route for drawing the two settings closer together.

Interdisciplinary Articulation of Study Abroad
In contrast to the difficulties of coordinating study abroad and home campus cur-
ricula from both vertical and horizontal perspectives, the interdisciplinary dimen-
sion of articulation is actually facilitated in the foreign environment, where the
target language and culture pervade every aspect of life, both in and out of the
classroom. In their course work overseas, students often have the opportunity to
use their developing language skills to focus on a variety of content areas from a
host culture perspective. Outside the classroom, newspapers, television, museums,
library resources, conversations with native speakers, among other host commu-
nity resources, all offer a seemingly inexhaustible array of possibilities for interdis-
ciplinary learning. Internships and service-learning projects only augment the
potential for overlap among language, culture, and the content of other fields.
Greater interdisciplinary articulation within the home curriculum could indeed
serve as a bridge to the immersion environment, where interdisciplinary learning is
a way of life.

Within the study abroad context, however, the concept of interdisciplinary
articulation seems to capture only part of the curricular overlap that occurs over-
seas. When we consider what really separates the foreign immersion environment
from the home campus setting, it is the fact that elements that are usually
addressed sequentially in the home curriculum (e.g., language forms, cultural facts
and concepts, proficiency skill areas) all converge at once in the communication
demands of the host community and are further combined with aspects that have
not necessarily been included in the curriculum at all (e.g., background knowledge
about the host community, nonverbal communication cues, pragmatics). This
intense layering that characterizes study abroad suggests that the concept of inter-
disciplinary articulation is perhaps only one component of a much broader dimen-
sion in curricular coordination. In addition to horizontal and vertical issues, there
seems to be a need to consider the depth of the learning experience.
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Study Abroad Applied to Concepts of Articulation: The Depth
Dimension
Talburt and Stewart (1999) pose an interesting question in the title of their article
“What’s the subject of study abroad?” In response, they offer three possibilities—
“race, gender, and ‘living culture’” (p. 163)—to which many others could, of
course, be added. Indeed the subjects of study abroad are multiple and intersect-
ing. The example of a summer study abroad student in France who was unsuc-
cessful in her attempt to return a malfunctioning hair dryer to the store where
she had purchased it is illustrative. Sure that an exchange or refund would be
possible, this student was outraged at the store employee’s refusal to negotiate
with her: “‘I was so mad. ... I couldn’t believe what I was able to say—I was com-
ing up with sentences that I’d never put together before. ... I told her, “the cus-
tomer is always right.” And you know what she said? She said I was crazy! ...
French people are so obstinate!’”(Wilkinson 1998b, p. 28). What this student did
not realize was that cultural differences were likely the root of the problem;
according to Carroll (1988), in France “the employee holds a certain power over
the client” (p. 89), and the client is “at the mercy” of the employee for service
and information (p. 90). Thus, not only did this student’s reported negotiations
with the salesclerk involve (1) multiple linguistic demands (vocabulary, gram-
mar, pronunciation, negotiation of meaning, aural comprehension), and (2) sev-
eral language functions (asking for help, expressing surprise and anger,
bargaining), but they also raised (3) identity and cultural issues (adopting a
client role instead of a language learner role, and recognizing that the underly-
ing concept of customer service is not the same in France and in the United
States, both of which this student apparently failed to do adequately). In the
classroom, the focus tends to be on linguistic demands and language functions,
and we often “unpack” them, such that students can concentrate on one issue at
a time (e.g., a vocabulary exercise centered on a particular theme, a grammar
activity involving one verb tense). When we build up to more open-ended tasks,
such as role playing, we are, in essence, increasing the depth dimension of lan-
guage use in the classroom by layering the cognitive demands, but we still do
not generally reach the entrenched identity and cultural issues that pervade lan-
guage use in a foreign immersion setting. 

In fact, we might wonder if culture shock—common in an immersion setting
and virtually nonexistent in a home culture classroom environment—is a symptom
of unarticulated depth differences between the two learning contexts. Church (1982)
points out that all students face potential adjustment difficulties in college, whether
or not they go abroad, but that the “multiple nature of the foreign student’s adjust-
ment” includes additional issues “that are more uniquely culture-based or are at
least aggravated by the stresses of the new cultural experience” (p. 544). The fact that
study abroad students have a tendency to congregate with compatriot peers seems,
then, to be a spontaneous attempt on their part to mitigate problems of depth artic-
ulation because it allows them to shed temporarily some of the layers and to realign
curricular depth with that of the home campus program for a while. 
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In sum, if we expand Lange’s (1982) model to include a z-axis (depth, which
subsumes the concept of interdisciplinary articulation), as well as the familiar
x-axis (horizontal) and y-axis (vertical), then we can account for many of the unique
challenges of integrating study abroad and home curricula. The primary difference
between learning overseas and learning at home really lies in the third dimension—
a contrast in the amount of layering or overlap of the learning demands placed on
students in the two settings. And it is this depth differential that is at the root of the
horizontal and vertical problems: stateside and foreign immersion experiences are
inherently mismatched horizontally because of the stark contrasts in the intensity
of the depth dimension; it is the jump from one depth to another that also accounts
for the vertical chasm between the two educational environments. If we could find
ways to smooth the depth transition, we could go a long way toward achieving
three-dimensional articulation of study abroad.

Although the depth dimension seems to be most crucial when we are includ-
ing an overseas option in a curriculum, it is certainly not negligible in the articu-
lation of a stateside sequence of FL study. Expanding the model also allows us to
reconsider curricular issues at home.

Broader Implications of the Depth Dimension
Traditionally, FL programs have been designed to progress from an emphasis on skill
development at introductory and intermediate levels to a focus on literary and cul-
tural content in advanced courses (e.g., Dupuy 2000; Kern 2003). Quite often this
organization has also coincided with a shift from little depth in language courses
(one structure at a time) to increased depth at higher levels (unaltered language
used to access and analyze interdisciplinary content). In some cases, the jump from
one depth level to the next has been too abrupt, causing problems of vertical articu-
lation between the introductory language program (typically, the first three or four
semesters) and the courses beyond. More recently, the interest in content-based
instruction in introductory and intermediate courses has begun to address the depth
differential by adding content layers at these lower levels (Dupuy 2000). Likewise,
service-learning opportunities, immersion weekends, ethnographic-type research
projects, pen-pal correspondence, Web quests, and other such activities that help
students experience the demands of real-life communication beyond the classroom
provide further options for increasing curricular depth early on (e.g., Curtis and
Baskerville 2001; Robinson-Stuart and Nocon 1996). As we find more and more ways
to augment our curricula, particularly at introductory and intermediate levels, the
question becomes one of organizing this depth dimension such that it articulates
well both within and between levels of instruction.

Currently, even in introductory language programs explicitly coordinated by a
language program director, extracurricular opportunities, homework projects,
and classroom activities may differ substantially from one instructor to another
with regard to depth. One class may complete exercises from the workbook each
evening, for example, whereas another may experience more variety in assign-
ments, including Internet searches, interviews with native speakers, and so forth.
Likewise, one instructor may permit the use of English for certain pedagogical
purposes, whereas another might conduct the lessons entirely in the target
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language. Depth articulation would involve more systematic consideration of
when students might benefit from greater layering and when a single layer is most
advantageous, so that learning experiences could be aligned both horizontally and
vertically with respect to this third dimension. If study abroad cohort tendencies
are any indication, a steady progression toward greater depth may not be as help-
ful as an alternation between more and fewer layers. Immersion behaviors show us
that sustained depth may be untenable, hence students’ propensity for congregat-
ing with others from their home country when they are overseas. At the other
extreme, consistent lack of depth only promotes articulation difficulties—both
between classroom and immersion settings and between introductory and more
advanced levels. By planning opportunities within the home curriculum, particu-
larly in the introductory language program, for learners both to experience depth
and to step back from it, we might find ways of smoothing the transition to further
language study, whether in the Unites States or abroad. 

Naturally, if depth becomes a consideration in our curricular planning, it will
also need to play a role in our design of learning assessments. Traditional tests
(such as placement instruments and departmental exams in the introductory lan-
guage program) lend themselves to focusing on a single layer or a limited combi-
nation of aspects. Perhaps this trait explains why study abroad exit exams,
advocated by some to ensure the academic viability of the overseas experience
(e.g., Day 1987), seem to be inadequate for measuring the complexity of learning
gains in an immersion setting (Milleret 1990). To assess learning depth, whether
abroad or at home, we might profitably consider more experiential formats, such
as projects, portfolios, journals, and the like, in which elements of language, cul-
ture, and identity can intersect. We would then also benefit from building con-
cepts of depth into the criteria that we use to assess such student work.

As technological developments and increased global communication give us
additional options for creating immersionlike learning experiences even within
the curriculum of the U.S. institution, the issue of depth is likely to become all the
more salient at home, just as it already is abroad. By conceptualizing this third
dimension and bringing it into our discussions of articulation, we may be able to
find new ways of improving the sequence of FL study, both for students who go
abroad and for those who stay at home.
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