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Abstract

While study abroad programs provide many benefits 
for participants, they can be very intimidating and stress-
inducing for individuals that choose to participate. 
This study aimed to quantify student physiological and 
psychological stress surrounding a short-term study abroad 
program. By utilizing a modified Perceived Stress Survey 
(PSS) and a Stress Index that is derived from heart rate 
variability measurements, results have shown how student 
demographics and program adjustments can impact student 
stress levels. The results show that Caucasian participants 
had higher PSS scores than non-Caucasian participants (P 
< 0.01). Participants also had higher PSS scores prior to 
leaving than while abroad (P < 0.01). However, participants 
were more physiologically stressed while they were abroad 
than prior to leaving (P = 0.01). Following a change in the 
program’s curriculum (including implementation of additional 
pre-departure meetings and preflections), there was also a 
decrease in psychological stress between participants in 
this study and a preliminary study conducted the year prior.
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In the United States, a large percentage of agricultural 
workers come from Mexico and other countries located 
in Central America (Zahniser et al., 2018).  The National 
Center for Farmworker Health (2022) estimates that 63% of 
all agricultural workers in the United States have Mexican 
heritage. With the present demographic of the agricultural 
workforce, it is important that US students have the skills and 
characteristics to make them successful in these changing 
environments. When students study abroad, they can gain 
experiences that are applicable to their future careers. 
Study abroad programs can increase leadership and 
communication skills, relationship building, and adaptability 
and flexibility in participants which are all skills applicable 
to future careers (Harder et al., 2015). Past studies have 
found that when students go abroad, they are able to gain 
a better understanding of diversity, which helps to bridge 
cultural gaps (Bruening & Frick, 2004). Short-term study 
abroad programs give students the opportunity to study 
abroad in a way that is less expensive and time consuming 
than traditional programs, increasing accessibility to 
students. There has been an increase of interest in short-
term programs, according to a survey given to 527 US 
higher education institutions by the Institute of International 
Education (2023), where about 60% of students studying 
abroad chose programs less than 8 weeks in length. 

A variety of topics related to study abroad have been 
studied in the past. However, student mental health, 
specifically student stress while abroad, has not been 
commonly investigated. Bathke and Kim (2016) examined 
student mental health while abroad over different programs. 
The participant demographics in their trips were a majority 
female, and a majority of the trips were approximately a 
semester long, but also included programs that were over the 
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summer, short-term, and yearlong. Bathke and Kim (2016) 
found that 40.78% of study abroad participants almost never 
felt stressed, 44.05% reported being stressed sometimes, 
and 14.85% reported often or always being stressed while 
abroad. Hunley (2010) evaluated psychological stress 
and loneliness while studying abroad in a semester-long 
program. That study found that participants had higher 
psychological stress levels while they were abroad than 
while they were at home (Hunley, 2009). 

One consideration in designing a study abroad program 
is the period of time preparing the students to go abroad. 
Jones and Bjelland (2004, p. 963) discussed the idea of 
preflection, which they define as “the process of being 
consciously aware of the expectations associated with 
the learning experience”. This preflection period increases 
participants’ capacity to learn from the experiences abroad 
and allows them to become better prepared for the variety of 
knowledge that comes with going abroad (Jones & Bjelland, 
2004; Roberts et al., 2013). Preflection also allows students 
to become familiar with the other trip participants prior to 
being abroad (Koernig, 2007). According to Roberts et al. 
(2013), educators should ensure that students understand 
the details of the upcoming experience, as well as the 
applicability of the trip to help reduce anxiety and stress, while 
also increasing excitement and focus. Some suggestions 
for the period prior to leaving include pre-sessions geared 
towards topics of concern and safety, giving students an 
overview of cultural practices, and topics geared towards 
emotional and physical needs of the learners (Roberts et 
al., 2013). 

Psychological stress in both college students and people 
of all ages can be measured via the Perceived Stress Scale 
(PSS; Cohen et al., 1983). The PSS is a Likert-Scale survey 
that consists of 10 questions and has long been utilized in 
different environments to determine psychological stress 
(Andreou et al., 2011; Anwer et al., 2020; Roberti et al., 
2006). Scores of the PSS have been divided into three 
different categories of severity. These categories include 
scores between 0-13 which is considered mild stress, 14-
26 which is considered moderate stress, and 27-40 which 
is considered severe stress (Graves et al., 2021). Örücü & 
Demir (2009) reported an average score of 18.9 in college-
aged students, with a standard deviation of 6.8, which 
supports the idea that college aged students score within 
the moderate stress category (Graves et al., 2021). 

Additionally, stress can be quantified with physiological 
measures such as heart rate variability (HRV), which is the 
change of the time intervals between adjacent heartbeats 
(Shaffer & Ginsberg, 2017). Heart rate variability has been 
shown to serve as a measure of physiological stress in 
a variety of studies in different populations (Dishman et 
al., 2000; Orsila, 2008; Taelman, 2009), and is inversely 
proportional with stress, where a lower HRV is reflective of 
increased stress (Kim et al., 2018). One method of utilizing 
HRV as an indicator of stress is through the Baevsky Stress 
Index (SI), a directly proportion indicator of stress. The SI is 
calculated using the equation shown in Figure 1 (Baevsky, 
2019). Generally, the SI is reported as the square root of the 
calculated value to ensure normal distribution for statistical 
analysis (Dias et al., 2022). Scores of the SI can be divided 

into different zones of stress severity, where SI scores less 
than 7.1 are considered low, 7.1-12.2 considered normal, 
12.2-22.4 considered elevated, 22.4-30 considered high 
and greater than 30 considered very high (Tarvainen et al., 
2018).  The SI attempts to “describe the degree of centrally 
managed sympathetic regulation of mental or physical 
stress” (Walker, 2019, p. 42). The sympathetic nervous 
system, which is active when the body is under stressful 
conditions, is linked highly to the SI, which in turn links the 
SI to physiological stress (Walker, 2019).

This study had two goals. The first was to continue the 
examination of physiological and psychological stress in 
students in Animal Science study abroad programs from a 
previous study initially completed by Lawrence et al. (2024). 
This program focuses on animal agriculture in Mexico due to 
the demographics of the US agricultural workforce in order 
to prepare students for future careers in animal agriculture. 
The second was to determine if curricular adjustments 
made by the program coordinator to reduce stress made 
a difference in the psychological and physiological stress 
levels of students.

Methods

This study is an adapted version of a preliminary study 
completed by Lawrence et al. (2024). The present study 
was conducted in January 2024 during a 10-day Animal 
Science study abroad program located in the Yucatan state 
of Mexico. This program was hosted by the Department 
of Agriculture at Illinois State University. The program 
included cultural excursions around the state and trips to 
local producers’ livestock operations. Students were invited 
to participate in the study in the first meeting prior to going 
abroad, and consent and demographic surveys were 
collected. The program coordinator had no access to the 
names of students that were participating in the study or 
their data until all data was de-identified after completion 
of the program. All study procedures were approved by the 
Illinois State University Institutional Review Board, (Protocol 
#2022-172).

Note. Formula utilized to calculate the Baevsky Stress Index. All values 
included are calculated from Heart Rate Variability metrics, where AMo 
is the mode amplitude, Mo is the mode interbeat interval, and MxDMN is 
the variation scope that reflects the degree of interval variability (Baevsky, 
2019).

Figure 1
 
Stress Index Formula
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Characteristic # of 
Participants

% of 
Participants

Sex
Male 2 16.7

Female 10 83.3
Ethnicity

Caucasian 7 58
Non-Caucasian 5 42

Prior Abroad Experience
< 2 time 8 66.6
≥ 2 times 4 33.4

Spanish Comprehension
Minor 8 66.6
Major 4 33.4

Table 1
 
Participant Demographics

Study Design and Implementation

Data for this study were collected in two phases: prior 
to going abroad (PRE) and while abroad (ABRD) and were 
directly connected to each individual participant to account 
for individual differences in stress in the PRE and ABRD 
phases. The data collected in the PRE phase took place 
once every three weeks between September 28th and 
December 8th, 2023. Participants were asked to schedule 
a time with the graduate student. All study measurements 
were collected in the mornings between the hours of 0800 
and 1000, in an on-campus office by the graduate student 
on the research team. Measurements that took place in 
the ABRD phase took place in the participant’s hotel room 

Study Participants

A summary of participant demographics is included 
in Table 1. There were 12 total participants majoring in 
Animal Science or Pre-Veterinary Medicine, 10 of whom 
were female. The ages of participants ranged from 19 
to 26 years, with an average of 21.5 years. Seven of the 
participants identified as Caucasian, and five identified as 
non-Caucasian ethnicities. Non-Caucasian ethnicities were 
aggregated to ensure participant confidentiality and avoid 
any possibility of individual identification. The academic 
years ranged from sophomore to seniors. Participant prior 
experience abroad varied and were divided into two groups: 
those that had been abroad less than two times (n = 8), 
and those that had been abroad two or more times prior 
to this program (n = 4). Spanish language comprehension 
was based on participant self-ranking, with 8 individuals 
who identified that they knew some Spanish and ranked 
themselves in the minor category, and 4 individuals who 
identified that they had a complete comprehension of 
Spanish and ranked themselves in the major category.

shortly after waking up each morning while abroad. The 
metrics that were measured in both time periods included 
physiological and psychological stress. Psychological 
stress was measured with a modified version of the PSS, 
a Likert type survey consisting of 10 questions with scores 
for each question ranging from 0-4 (Cohen et al. 1983). The 
scale was changed from the original PSS in that “in the past 
month” was changed to “in the past 24 hours” (figure 2), 
which is the same adjustment that was utilized by Lawrence 
et al. (2024). To score these surveys, there were 6 positive 
questions (questions 1, 2, 3, 6, 9, and 10) that were added 
directly, and there were 4 negative questions (4, 5, 7, and 
8) that were “reversed.” After this, the number was added to 
the overall score. For example, in the negative questions, 
if the participant scored it as a 0, it would be added to the 
overall score as a 4. The overall scores of this survey can 
vary from a high of 40, to a low of 0. The PSS was provided 
to students in hard copy form. In the PRE phase, students 
completed their PSS during data collection meetings with the 
graduate student. In the ABRD phase, students completed 
their PSS in their hotel rooms or at breakfast. 

Physiological stress was measured through HRV 
with the smart phone application Kubios HRV version 2.2 
software (Kubios, Finland) that connected to chest straps 
(Polar H9, Polar Electro, Kempele, Finland). The chest 
straps were moistened with water and placed on the lower 
sternum. Participants were then asked to sit and complete 
the PSS to allow their heart rate to fall to a resting rate. 
After this, their chest straps were connected to their 
phones via Bluetooth and they completed a three-minute 
HRV test. From the HRV data, the Baevsky Stress Index 
(SI) was used to indicate physiological stress. Data were 
then given to the research team and were de-identified and 
entered into an excel spreadsheet. In the PRE phase, the 
graduate student trained students how to utilize the heart 
rate monitor strap. Participants were given their own straps 
for the ABRD phase to ensure their measurements were 
taken soon after waking up. Participants were advised, and 
reminded to complete the measurements and communicate 
their findings to the graduate student.

Preflection Addition and Curriculum 
Adjustments

In both programs, students enrolled in a “Special Topics 
in Agriculture” course for a semester, the predeparture 
meetings took place throughout the semester and the 
abroad portion took place during winter break. Preflections, 
and additional pre-study abroad meetings were added to 
the latter study abroad curriculum. The initial program 
had 3 pre-departure meetings, one in September, one in 
November, and one in December. These meetings were 
purely informational sessions including a summary of the 
program details and open discussion about questions or 
concerns.

The second program had additional required, 
predeparture meetings with a total of five in-person and a 
single online meeting. These included in person meetings 
in August, September, two in October, and November and 
a single online meeting in December. These meetings 
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Note: Modified perceived stress survey from Cohen et al., (1983), as previously described by Lawrence et al. (2024).

Figure 2
 
Modified Perceived Stress Survey

consisted of information on agriculture in Mexico, culture, 
preparations for going abroad, and expectations prior to 
going abroad. The meeting formats included a general 
update of program details, a lecture, followed by time for 
open questions and discussion and occasional food or 
activities related to Mexican culture (i.e. eating marquesitas 
or painting sugar skulls). The adjustments to the second 
program included the addition of preflections, as well. After 
each predeparture meeting, students were asked to submit 
responses to three, guiding questions approximately 24 
hours after the meeting took place: “Based on our meeting 
today, what is one thing you learned? Are you nervous about 
going abroad? If so, what are you most nervous about? 
What are you most excited to see/do abroad?” A total of 
five preflection journals were assigned in this program, one 
for each of the in-person, predeparture meetings. These 
questions were intended to stimulate thought by the students 
regarding going abroad and the content being discussed.

Statistical Analysis

The data were analyzed using the mixed procedure 
of SAS (version 9.4; Cary, NC 27513), and statistical 
significance was determined when P ≤ 0.05. Two separate 
models were utilized: one with PSS score as the dependent 
variable, and the other with the SI. The independent variables 
included ethnicity, time period, abroad experience, and level 
of Spanish language comprehension. A repeated measures 
statement was included by day with the participant as the 
subject. The assumptions were tested with residual panels 
for homogeneity of variance and normality of residuals. 

Additional analyses were completed using the preliminary 
results from Lawrence et al. (2024) in combination with the 

results of the present study. This model utilized PSS as 
the dependent variable with trial (preliminary and present 
study), period (PRE and ABRD), and their interaction as 
the independent variables. A repeated measurement was 
included by measurement with participant as the subject. 
All assumptions were tested with the residual panels for 
homogeneity of variance and normality of residuals.

Results

Summary statistics of the data are included in Table 2. 
The average SI score was 12.9 ± 6.3 (average ± standard 
deviation). The minimum SI was 1.43 with a maximum 
of 43.9. The average PSS score was 10.9 ± 6.1 with a 
minimum score of 0 and a maximum score of 28.

Variable N Mean Standard 
Deviation Minimum Maximum

SI 154 12.9 6.3 1.43 43.9
PSS 156 10.9 6.1 0 28.0

Note. Overall summary statistics for participant Stress Index (SI) 
and Perceived Stress Scores (PSS) over a short-term study abroad 
program

Table 2
 
Summary Statistics of Stress Index and Perceived Stress Surveys

The PSS results are summarized in Table 3. The main 
effect of ethnicity showed that Caucasian participants 
(15.3 ± 1.1; LS mean ± SE ) had higher PSS scores 
than non-Caucasian participants (8.3 ± 1.1; P < 0.01). 
Participant study abroad experience and Spanish language 
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comprehension level did not have an impact on PSS scores 
(P  ≥ 0.13). Results from the time period of measurements 
showed participants had higher PSS prior to leaving (14.4 ± 
1.0) than while they were abroad (9.2 ± 0.8; P <0.01).

The SI results are summarized in Table 4. There 
were no differences in ethnicities, or participant Spanish 
language comprehension level on SI values (P ≥ 0.12). 
Participant prior experience abroad for SI was greater when 
participants had been abroad two or more times (15.3 ± 1.2) 
than those that had less prior experience (11.5 ± 0.9; P = 
0.03). The time period of when measurements were taken 
showed that participants had higher SI values while abroad 
(14.9 ± 0.8) than prior to leaving (11.9 ± 1.0; P = 0.02).

The combined PSS results from the present study 
and preliminary study are included in Table 5. There was 
a difference between trials where the preliminary trial had 
an overall higher PSS (18.9 ± 1.2) than the present study 
(12.2 ± 0.9; P < 0.01). There was also an overall difference 
between periods where the PRE period had a higher PSS 
(19.8 ± 0.9) than the ABRD period (11.2 ± 0.7; P < 0.001). 
The interaction of period and trial tended to differ (P = 0.06; 
figure 3) where the PSS score while ABRD in the preliminary 
trial (13.7 ± 1.1) was higher than the ABRD score in the 
present trial (8.8 ± 1.0; P =0.02). The PRE period of the 
preliminary trial (24.1 ± 1.5) was greater than the PRE 
period of the present trial (15.5 ± 1.1; P < 0.001). The PRE 
period of both trials were greater than the ABRD period in 
their respective trials (P <0.001).

Variable Coefficient Standard 
Error P-Value

Ethnicity
Caucasian 12.0

1.1 0.12
Non-Caucasian 14.7

Abroad Experience
< 2 times 11.5

1.2 0.03
≥ 2 times 15.3

Spanish 
Comprehension

Minor 13.8
1.2 0.06

Major 12.9
Phase

PRE 11.9
1 0.02

ABRD 14.9

Table 4
 
Study abroad and demographics on student stress index

Note. Abroad experience consisted of two categories, those that had 
been abroad twice or more, (≥ 2 times) and those that had been abroad 
once, or not at all (<2 times). Spanish Comprehension was based 
on participant ranking of their Spanish-speaking knowledge. Phase 
consisted of measurements prior to departure (PRE: 5 measurements 
taken in the semester prior to going abroad, taken every third week 
of the fall semester) and while abroad (ABRD; days 1-10). Statistical 
significance was determined when (P < 0.05).

Variable LS Means Standard 
Error P-Value

Trial
Preliminary 18.9 1.2

<0.001
Present 12.2 0.9

Period
PRE 19.8 0.9

<0.001
ABRD 11.2 0.7

Table 5
 
Trial and time period on student perceived stress

Note. Trial consisted of two repetitions, Preliminary (Lawrence et al., 
2024) took place in December 2022, and Present, the present study took 
place in January 2024. Period consisted of the time period leading up 
to going abroad (PRE) and measurements taken while abroad (ABRD). 
Statistical significance was determined when (P < 0.05).

Variable Coefficient Standard 
Error P-Value

Ethnicity
Caucasian 15.3

1.1 <0.01
Non-Caucasian 8.3

Abroad Experience
< 2 times 11.8

1.1 0.96
≥ 2 times 11.8

Spanish 
Comprehension

Minor 13.0
1.1 0.13

Major 10.6
Phase

PRE 14.4
0.9 <0.01

ABRD 9.2

Table 3
 
Study abroad and demographics on student perceived stress scores

Note. Abroad experience consisted of two categories, those that had 
been abroad twice or more, (≥ 2 times) and those that had been abroad 
once, or not at all (<2 times). Spanish Comprehension was based off 
participant ranking of their Spanish-speaking knowledge and categorized 
as minor comprehension or major comprehension. Phase consisted 
of measurements prior to departure (PRE: 5 measurements taken in 
the semester prior to going abroad, taken every third week of the fall 
semester) and while abroad (ABRD; days 1-10). Statistical significance 
was determined when (P < 0.05).
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Discussion

Perceived Stress Surveys are long utilized in the 
quantification of psychological stress. It is important to note 
that for this study, the time period was changed from “in the 
last month” to “in the last 24 hours”. While the questions being 
asked are the same, the time period is different from the 
original publication written by Cohen et al. (1983), however 
this modification has been previously utilized (Lawrence 
et al., 2024). Generally, PSS scores are categorized into 
three divisions: mild which is a score from 0-13, moderate 
which is a score from 14-26, and severe which is a score 
from 27-40 (Graves et al., 2021). The overall average of the 
present study, average score while abroad, both categories 
of abroad experience, both major and minor levels of 
Spanish comprehension, and non-Caucasian participant 
average scores all fall into the mild category. All of these are 
also less than the average of 14.2 reported for individuals 
aged 18-29 throughout the United States, and the “student” 
average of 15.3, reported by Cohen and Williamson (1988). 
In the preliminary study, the overall average would be 
classified within the moderate stress category (Lawrence 
et al., 2024). With the additions of the preflections prior to 
going abroad in the present study, the overall average PSS 
score of the current study may show that these meetings 
and assignments were effective in their goal of reducing 
psychological stress related to study abroad. 

The PSS results of the present study could be partially 
explained by the idea of anticipatory stress. Anticipatory 
stress is the concept that in the time period preparing for 

a difficult task an individual shows higher stress than they 
do while completing the task itself (Nasso et al., 2019). 
Anticipatory stress is crucial because it causes individuals 
to develop coping strategies so that there are appropriate 
behavioral adjustments in response to the actual stressor 
(Schlatter et al., 2021). In terms of study abroad, the 
participants are likely anticipating the events and stressors 
of the trip. While they are abroad, they are able to cope 
with the stressors of the program due to their stress prior to 
leaving, thereby resulting in reduced psychological stress 
while abroad. 

In the present study, non-Caucasian participants had 
lower PSS scores than Caucasian participants. It has been 
previously reported that individuals that identify as African 
American have lower lifetime rates of major depression 
in comparison to Caucasian counterparts, however, there 
is not a current sense of the level of mental health status 
within major ethic groups in the United States (Williams, 
2018). Cohen and Williamson (1988) reported contradictory 
results to the present study, showing Caucasian participants 
had the lowest average score, followed by Hispanic, 
African American, and other minority ethnicities. In the 
present study, Caucasian participants had PSS scores in 
the moderate stress category, whereas non-Caucasian 
participants’ scores were in the mild category. In the present 
study, Caucasian participants’ average score was higher 
than what was reported by Cohen and Williamson (1988). 

The Baevsky Stress Index, as a reflection of the 
sympathetic nervous system, increases as an individual 

Note. This figure illustrates the interaction effect of trial by period on participant percieved stress (P = 0.04). The trials include the preliminary study, 
completed by Lawrence et al., (2024) in December 2022 and the present study. Period includes PRE, which were measurements taken prior to going 
abroad, and ABRD which were measurements taken while participants were in Mexico studying abroad. abc Letters that differ are statistically different 
from one another (P < 0.05).

Figure 3
 
Interaction of trial and time period on student perceived stress



137 NACTA Journal • Volume 69 • 2025

EVALUATION OF STUDENT STRESS IN STUDY ABROAD

becomes more stressed. According to Tarvainen et al. 
(2018), the Stress Index is divided into different stress 
zones. For the present study, the values fell within the 
normal, and elevated stress zones. The participant 
demographic categories that fell within the normal stress 
zone included Caucasian participants, those that have been 
abroad greater than twice prior to the study abroad trip, and 
participants’ scores within the PRE phase (Table 4). All other 
variable categories fell within the elevated stress category, 
including non-Caucasian participants, participants that had 
been abroad less than two times, and measurements taken 
within the abroad phase (Table 4). While abroad, some 
activities that were completed were potentially physically 
taxing for some students including walking for long periods 
of time, riding bicycles, and standing for long durations in 
elevated temperatures. This may partially explain why some 
participants saw a difference in their physiological stress 
levels, especially if participants did not exercise regularly 
prior to leaving. 

For the present study, the results of the physiological 
and psychological stress measures showed contradictory 
results. Anecdotally individuals would expect that 
physiological and psychological stress would follow a 
similar trend. Epel et al. (2018), stated that the association 
between self-reported stress scores, especially in Likert-type 
scaling, generally have a weaker connection to biological, 
or physical stress. With the use of the PSS, this explanation 
could serve as a possible reason for the contradiction 
found in the present study between physiological and 
psychological stress. Additionally, participants were in a 
more physically demanding environment than when at in the 
university setting with a lot of walking, in elevated ambient 
temperatures. The physical fitness levels of the student may 
have been stressed while abroad, which may also serve as 
a possible explanation, although physical fitness was not 
measured in the present study. 

Overall, there is little literature on student stress while 
studying abroad. The goal of the present study, as well as 
the preliminary study, was to evaluate student stress while 
abroad in short term study abroad programs. One study, 
written by Hunley (2009), evaluated psychological stress in 
students studying abroad in Rome. They found that students 
experienced more psychological distress and loneliness 
while they were abroad than they did prior to departure. An 
additional study written by Bathke and Kim (2016) found 
similar results, where students had an increase of loneliness 
while they were abroad in comparison to while they were 
home. These studies are contradictory to the present study. 
This could be due to the difference in the methodologies, 
both of the studies mentioned took fewer measurements 
prior to going abroad than the present study. It could also be 
due to the differing lengths in the programs studied which 
included semester, year, summer, and short term for Bathke 
and Kim (2016), a 14-week trip in the study completed by 
Hunley (2009), and 10 days in the present study. However, 
Maultsby and Stutts (2019) found similar results to the 
present study where students were less stressed and 
reported less depression abroad. This study by Maultsby 
and Stutts (2019) was longitudinal, across multiple study 
abroad programs, where aggregated results were reported.   

In designing a study abroad program, one of the most 
significant time periods to plan is the period leading up to 
students leaving to go abroad. Past research has concluded 
that preflection provides the bridge between “thinking about 
an experience and actually learning from the experience” 
(Jones and Bjellan, 2004, p. 963). After the first program 
was completed (Lawrence et al., 2024), the program director 
implemented preflection journals into the course and 
integrated them into the pre-departure meetings that took 
place prior to leaving. These prompts encouraged students 
to think more about the material they were learning, how 
they were going to apply it, and how they felt in terms of 
being prepared for going abroad. Preflection journals are 
a long-utilized method in study abroad programs (Klein, 
2012; Roberts et al., 2013; Wingenbach et al., 2006). With 
the preflections, the program coordinator also included 
additional meetings prior to leaving that included more 
information on the itinerary and expectations of the trip, 
as well as team building activities to help promote a more 
positive learning community while abroad (Lutterman-
Aguilar & Gingerich, 2015). The preflection meetings may 
have been partially responsible for the decrease in the PSS 
scores that were seen between the preliminary and present 
trials. In the first program, there were fewer meetings with no 
preflections and limited team building, and the PSS scores 
were significantly higher. The preflections also allowed the 
program coordinator to gain awareness of concerns that 
participants had, and to modify the program to best fit their 
needs.

Summary

In summary, participants had an overall higher perceived, 
or psychological stress prior to leaving than while they were 
abroad. Ethnicity also had an impact on psychological 
stress scores, where Caucasian participants had a higher 
stress level than non-Caucasian participants. These results 
were the same as what was found in a preliminary study. 
There was also a significant decrease in perceived stress 
between the preliminary and the present study, likely 
due to the addition of preflections in the curriculum. For 
participant physiological stress, participants that had more 
abroad experience were more stressed than those who did 
not. Participants were also more physiologically stressed 
abroad, than they were in the period prior to leaving. 
Limitations for this study include a small sample size, as 
well as unbalanced demographics. Future research is 
needed on student stress in study abroad programs with 
additional measures of physiological stress.
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