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If Carol’s presentation was highbrow—and by “highbrow” I mean academic, scholarly, and conceptual—then my presentation is definitely lowbrow because I’m going to talk about nuts-and-bolts stuff.

Ken and Dana have asked me to talk about how we, as faculty, can help study abroad students design and conduct their own cross-cultural studies.  This is something my colleagues and I at Beloit have been doing for the past 12 years as part of our department’s study abroad program in Estonia and Morocco.  I welcome the opportunity to talk about what we do, although our program is a bit unusual—and what works for us might not work equally well for other study aboard programs.  

To provide some context, I should say a few words about our department’s program in Estonia and Morocco.  If you’re interested in learning more about the program, I invite you to talk with me during the poster session later this afternoon.  

Twelve years ago, our department established a study abroad program for students who are interested in cross-cultural psychology and want to have a cross-cultural research experience.  The students and a faculty director live and study in two countries—8 weeks in Tartu, Estonia, and 8 weeks in Fez, Morocco.  The students live with host families; they also take language and culture courses from local instructors.  The faculty director teaches a course in cross-cultural psychology that spans the two halves of the program.  The director also supervises the students’ research projects.

I’ve compiled a list of things we do to help our students with their research projects.  There are 11 things on the list.  They are not listed in order of importance but roughly in terms of chronology.  By the way, I’ll upload these remarks to the conference website on Monday.

1. We require students to participate in a pre-departure course.  The course is taught by the faculty director, is worth one credit hour, and is offered in the semester prior to departure.  The course has two main objectives:  first, to generally orient the students to Estonia and Morocco through readings and basic language instruction and, second, to help students begin to think about their independent research project.  To this end, we review key concepts in statistics and research methods and introduce new concepts that are especially pertinent to cross-cultural research.

2. While overseas, the students participate in a two-credit-hour research seminar.  The seminar is taught by the faculty director and is an extension of the research component of the pre-departure course.  We give the students readings and lectures about key topics and issues in cross-cultural research.  We talk, for example, about the types and functions of cross-cultural studies, sample representativeness, methodological equivalence, cultural response biases in questionnaire studies, the use of back translation to achieve linguistic equivalence, the desirability of using nonreactive measures, the importance of being culturally sensitive when interpreting findings, and more.  We give students step assignments that break down the lengthy research process into smaller, more manageable chunks (i.e., select a research question, review the literature, formulate a testable hypothesis, design a method and a data analysis plan, collect data, analyze data using SPSS, and prepare a conference submission).  Students in the seminar describe their studies at various stages and receive feedback from their classmates and the faculty director.

3. We strongly encourage students to work together in pairs.  We do this for the usual reasons—two heads are better than one and misery loves company—but we have two other reasons as well.  When a student has not yet completed a statistics or research methods course, we pair that student with a student who HAS completed the course.  Also, having students work in pairs effectively cuts the number of projects in half, which makes the faculty director’s life less hectic.

4. We make sure our students have access to library collections and electronic databases while overseas.  In our case, we intentionally locate in Estonia first because (a) students need to conduct their literature reviews early on and (b) Tartu University provides much better access than we can get in Fez.  The library web site at Beloit has a “back door” that allows authorized users to access the catalog and electronic databases from anywhere in the world.  I expect your college’s library has the same capability.

5. We hire a local research coordinator in each country.  This person, usually a graduate student, acts as a cultural informant, translates materials, helps students contact the right people, arranges access to research participants, and tells students what is feasible and what is not.

6. We tell students to keep their study simple.  Students frequently make the mistake of designing a study that is too ambitious.  We tell them to investigate one or two independent variables—that’s enough.  One or two dependent variables—no more.  We’ve learned through experience that students often struggle to identify a research question that can be investigated with the limited resources available to them overseas, so we collect feasible research ideas in a folder and share the ideas with students in the pre-departure course.  We tell them NOT to design a study that involves a special population (like mentally ill persons) because gaining access to special populations is difficult within the U.S. and almost impossible for us in Estonia and Morocco.

7. We invite students to replicate a published study.  There are many psychological findings that have never been replicated outside the United States because no one has tried to replicate them.  Students can select a study that’s fairly simple in its requirements and then repeat the study using Estonian and Moroccan samples.  If the study has enough statistical power, then a null result is at least as interesting as a positive result.  One of the most successful and interesting projects was an attempt by a student to replicate the physical attractiveness stereotype (i.e., the belief that “what is beautiful is also good”).  He borrowed a procedure used by earlier researchers and found evidence for the stereotype in his Estonian sample but not his Moroccan sample.  This partial replication led him to think about cultural variables that might explain his findings.

8. We advise students to use certain methodologies and avoid others.  Specifically, we advise students to conduct an observational study using non-reactive measures of behavior.  Or to perform some sort of content analysis of publicly-available materials (e.g., billboards, magazine photos, children’s books, websites).  Or to conduct an on-line study that can be distributed, via snowball sampling, to participants around the world.  We recommend these methods so our students can avoid many of the pitfalls of cross-national laboratory experiments and questionnaire studies, which include translation difficulties, cultural response biases, demand characteristics, inadequate sample sizes, and the necessity of obtaining IRB approval and informed consent.  We warn students about the logistical difficulties they’ll encounter if they need direct access to a large number of research participants and the interpretational difficulties they’ll encounter if they design a study that relies heavily on language comprehension or production.

9. We tell students it’s easy to demonstrate cultural differences but difficult to explain them.  We tell students to NOT use “culture” or “nationality” as their major independent variable but to instead identify the specific active ingredient in culture that they think matters (e.g., collectivistic values, power distance, construal of self, thinking style, religiosity) and to then measure THAT variable directly, if possible.  We also tell students to collect demographic information from their participants so they can statistically control for variables (e.g., years of schooling) that may be correlated with nationality.  In this way, they can rule out some rival hypotheses.

10. We give each student $50 for research expenses.  This is not a lot of money from the College’s point of view, but it’s enough to make students feel like they are doing something that is valued and not trivial.  The students typically use this money to purchase materials, make photocopies, or hire research assistants.

11. Finally, we require students to prepare an MPA conference submission and to present their findings at MPA or an undergraduate research conference.  The presentation serves as a nice capstone for the student’s cross-cultural research experience.
Thank you for listening so well.  If you have any questions, I’ll do my best to answer them.

