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I n t r o d u c t i o n

No-one who has read her case study can forget De�rdre, the Amer�can student 
�n France (K�ng�nger 2008) who, �solated �n her Montpell�er apartment, homes�ck, 
and m�ss�ng her boyfr�end, found ‘da�ly solace �n computer-med�ated �nteract�ons’ 
(2008: 97) . The ‘ready access to constant commun�cat�on w�th fr�ends and fam�ly 
at home, v�a the Internet’ meant that ‘�n a sense, De�rdre stayed “home” dur�ng her 
semester abroad’ (2008: 97) . Her l�ngu�st�c progress �n French was modest at best . 
L�ke Coleman (2006), who reflected on the clash between phys�cal and v�rtual 
worlds dur�ng study abroad and co�ned the phrase ‘�solat�ng commun�cat�on tech-
nolog�es’ for the acronym ICT, K�ng�nger notes the way �n wh�ch frequent l�nks 
w�th home, both electron�cally and through v�s�ts from fam�ly, can �mp�nge upon 
the study abroad exper�ence whose outcomes are prem�sed on �mmers�on . She 
recalls Twombly’s (1995) students block�ng out local sounds w�th the�r Walkman, 
and the host mothers �n Kn�ght and Schm�dt-R�nehart’s study (2002: 192–19�) 
who not�ced that students who were �n da�ly electron�c contact w�th fr�ends or 
fam�ly �n the U .S . never completely entered the local culture . De�rdre’s case �llus-
trates how easy �t �s for today’s study abroad part�c�pant to take sem�-permanent 
refuge �n computer-med�ated commun�cat�on, thus s�destepp�ng any need to con-
nect w�th local real�ty . (2008: 66)

One of Coleman’s (2009) cr�t�c�sms of study abroad research �s the tendency 
of some l�terature rev�ews to assume or �mply that the ‘study abroad context’ �s a 
s�ngle, �dent�fiable, �ndependent var�able . Of course, �t �s none of these . The con-
text �s as �nd�v�dual as the part�c�pants’ �dent�t�es and home cultures . Spec�fically, 
the context �s located �n space and t�me, and one respect �n wh�ch both space and 
t�me can be h�ghly s�gn�ficant relates to the poss�b�l�t�es for travel and commun�-
cat�on . G�ven that, �n a global�s�ng world, easy, frequent and cheap Internet and 
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phone l�nks w�th home can prove an obstacle to �mmers�on, acculturat�on, and 
target language �nteract�ons—as �n the case of De�rdre—th�s �s a feature of the 
study abroad context wh�ch m�ght usefully have rece�ved greater attent�on .

When the first author spent a year �n France, �n 1968–69, commun�cat�on 
w�th fr�ends and fam�ly �n the U .K . was by letter . W�th correspondence tak�ng a 
few days �n each d�rect�on, obta�n�ng an answer to a quest�on could eas�ly take a 
week or more . Telephon�ng meant queu�ng for an hour at the c�ty Post Office, 
hand�ng the des�red number to an offic�al at an elevated counter, and be�ng 
d�rected to the des�gnated wooden cabine (see Carmagnat 2002: 246) . It was 
expens�ve, �nconven�ent, and hence rare . Travel between Besançon and Card�ff, 
us�ng the means ava�lable on a student budget, namely tra�ns and cross-Channel 
ferry, took more than 24 hours . Br�t�sh books and newspapers were expens�ve 
and d�fficult to get hold of . Br�t�sh rad�o recept�on was very poor, and telev�s�on 
unava�lable . There were no computers, no Internet, no publ�c telephones �n the 
street, no mob�le phones, no faxes . Forty years ago, ‘abroad’ meant l�ttle contact 
w�th home . T�mes have changed . Today a U .S . study abroad gu�dance webs�te 
adv�ses that Internet access �s absolutely essent�al dur�ng study abroad, partly for 
access to local and world �nformat�on, but ‘most �mportantly, �t’s the best way to 
connect to your fr�ends and fam�ly back home .’

The present quest�onna�re study reports on U .K . graduates who, across two 
decades, had undertaken a work placement �n Senegal, West Afr�ca, dur�ng the 
penult�mate academ�c year of the�r four-year degree �n French . Data on Internet 
and telephone commun�cat�ons w�th home, as well as on homes�ckness and v�s�ts 
to and from home, �llustrate the poss�b�l�ty of locat�ng the study abroad exper�-
ence �n the context of ava�lable telecommun�cat�ons �n home and host country . 
The find�ngs are seen as a necessary prel�m�nary to explor�ng whether more �mme-
d�ate and frequent contacts w�th home and v�rtual soc�al networks may �mpact 
upon the degree of �ntegrat�on and acculturat�on ach�eved dur�ng study abroad .

T h e  D e v e l o p m e n t  o f  Te l e c o m m u n i c a t i o n s

For several years, quest�ons have been asked about the �mpact of new tech-
nolog�es on human soc�ety and commun�cat�on (e .g . Geser 2004), and there 
ex�sts a huge l�terature on the�r use �n educat�on, not least language and �nter-
cultural learn�ng . However, new technolog�es have not figured prom�nently �n 
research on the doma�n of study abroad .

The h�story of po�nt-to-po�nt commun�cat�on and the movement from letters 
sent by post to fixed and mob�le telephony, and then to ema�l and to VoIP (Vo�ce 
over Internet Protocol) serv�ces l�ke Skype �s extremely complex, even for a country 
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as well documented as the Un�ted States (see e .g . Odlyzko 2001, Agar 200�), and 
concerns soc�al and cultural change as much as technolog�cal �nnovat�on (Townsend 
2000, Carmagnat 2002, Lacohée et al . 200�) . The adopt�on of new technolog�es 
says a lot about the home and host countr�es’ culture—the�r relat�ve wealth and 
stage of development, but also the�r attachment to the new or trad�t�onal modes of 
commun�cat�on . From a study abroad v�ewpo�nt, hard data on rates of adopt�on of 
telecommun�cat�ons and the Internet w�th�n home and host countr�es would �deally 
be complemented by commentar�es on the�r actual use w�th�n m�cro-cultures, but �t 
�s the former �nformat�on wh�ch �s much more eas�ly ava�lable .

The first commerc�al cellular telephone system was launched �n Tokyo �n 
1979 . By the end of 1984, there were �00,000 users worldw�de, as compared to 
1 .2 b�ll�on �n 2009 . The U .K . has had mob�le phone networks s�nce 1985 . The 
world’s first commerc�al SMS (text) message was sent from Cambr�dge �n 1992 . 
By 2000, more than half of the U .K . populat�on owned a mob�le (or cellular) 
phone . Parents m�ght g�ve a mob�le to ch�ldren go�ng off to un�vers�ty, ‘to cush-
�on the ch�ld from the potent�ally traumat�c exper�ence of l�v�ng �n a fore�gn env�-
ronment by enabl�ng them to rema�n t�ghtly connected to loved ones at home’ 
(Lacohée et al, 200�: 206) .

Soc�etal rel�ance on technolog�es requ�res a certa�n level of market penetrat�on 
and coverage . Both Internet and telephone access �n the countr�es of sub-Saharan 
Afr�ca have been grow�ng rap�dly, but penetrat�on �s slower than �n Europe, and the 
pattern of use very d�fferent . Even today, only one �n 700 Afr�cans has access to the 
Internet, as compared to one �n four Europeans (Chakraborty, 2008) . In 2001, there 
were at most 2 .5 m�ll�on computers across the whole of sub-Saharan Afr�ca, wh�ch 
expla�ns the growth of Internet cafés . A l�fel�ne for Europeans, by 200� 20 hours of 
onl�ne access st�ll cost more than the average monthly wage for Afr�cans . Between 
2000 and the end of 2008, Internet users �n Afr�ca rose from � m�ll�on to �2 m�ll�on . 
Yet even �n 2009, fewer than five per cent of Afr�cans use the Internet, and fixed and 
mob�le broadband penetrat�on levels are negl�g�ble (ITU 2009) . Senegal added a 
m�ll�on Internet users between 2000 and 2008, and, thanks �n part to �ts coastal 
locat�on, leads Afr�ca �n �nternat�onal connect�v�ty . One �n twelve �nhab�tants now 
has a home computer, and a s�m�lar proport�on now use the Internet (ITU 2009) . 
Although 97% of Internet subscr�bers have broadband, fixed broadband access �s 
very low at 0 .�%, and mob�le broadband �s unava�lable . The ma�n locat�on for Inter-
net access �s therefore st�ll the cyber-café (Stork & Schm�dt, 2009) .

In Afr�ca, s�nce telephone monopol�es began to be pr�vat�sed �n the m�d-
1990s (2001 �n Senegal), and espec�ally �n the past five years, mob�le phones have 
expanded �n Afr�ca much faster than landl�nes . Barely 1% of the populat�on has 
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landl�ne access . Although two-th�rds (91,000) of Senegal’s 140,000 fixed l�nes 
are �n Dakar (Mbar�ka & Mbar�ka, 2006), th�s represents only one per twenty-
five �nhab�tants, and l�nes are not evenly d�str�buted—to say noth�ng of unre-
l�ab�l�ty or the regular power cuts . The percentage of Sénégalais w�th landl�ne 
access �s below 2% and fall�ng .

In contrast, the number of mob�le subscr�bers �n sub-Saharan Afr�ca (exclud-
�ng South Afr�ca) �ncreased from zero �n 1994 to � m�ll�on �n 2000 and more 
than 82 m�ll�on �n late 2004, w�th a rate of growth for the whole of Afr�ca of 
more than 58% per year (Mbar�ka & Mbar�ka, 2006) . The annual growth rate �n 
Senegal was over �00% per year (Mbar�ka & Mbar�ka, 2006) . Between 2000 and 
2006, the total number of mob�le subscr�bers �n sub-Saharan Afr�ca rose from 
10 m�ll�on to 110 m�ll�on (Buys et al ., 2008) . In 2007 alone, Afr�ca added over 
60 m�ll�on new mob�le subscr�bers, w�th mob�le phones represent�ng 90% of all 
telephone subscr�bers . The phenomenal growth cont�nues: at the start of 2009, 
Afr�ca had 246 m�ll�on mob�le subscr�pt�ons, and subscr�bers outnumber Inter-
net users by e�ght to one (ITU 2009) . An October 2009 Un�ted Nat�ons report 
(UNCTAD 2009) confirms that Afr�ca holds the record for �ncreas�ng take-up, 
w�th a r�se of 550% over five years . 42% of Senegalese now have a mob�le phone 
subscr�pt�on typ�cally cost�ng them 12% of monthly �ncome (ITU 2009) .

The Internat�onal Telecommun�cat�on Un�on prov�des stat�st�cs for sub-
scr�bers and users of Internet, fixed l�ne and mob�le telephones for every country 
for each year s�nce 1998 (ITU 2009) . Thus, �n the Un�ted K�ngdom, �n 1998, 
6 .4% of people had an Internet subscr�pt�on, and 1� .7% were Internet users . 
Comparable figures for Senegal are 0 .0�% and 0 .08% respect�vely . Table 1 shows 
how, �n each country, landl�nes plateaued—albe�t at very d�fferent levels—and 
then fell back as mob�le phones became more w�despread . Mob�le usage took 
off �n the U .K . at the turn of the century, and �n Senegal more recently . G�ven 
the �nfrastructure of a develop�ng country, the hard w�r�ng necessary for Internet 
access �s progress�ng very slowly �n Senegal, unl�ke the U .K ., where �t �s approach-
�ng complete coverage (the figures are per 100 �nhab�tants, not per household) .

Subject�ve or anecdotal data on actual usage can complement such offic�al fig-
ures . For example, the first author first used Internet commun�cat�on profess�onally 
�n the early 1990s, and was us�ng real-t�me v�deo-conferenc�ng by the late 1990s . But 
he bought h�s first mob�le phone �n 2000, and took out home Internet access only �n 
2001, upgrad�ng to broadband �n 200� . Students adopted mob�le phones much ear-
l�er, and as an age group seem to rely on them �n preference to landl�nes: �n the present 
study, of the 45 respondents (former students and former ass�stants), only five, when 
asked to prov�de a telephone number for an �nterv�ew, gave a U .K . landl�ne
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0.04
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0.14
5.22

0.02
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10.20
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0.18

10.21
0.07

2005
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2.36
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15.34
27.08

0.18
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0.16
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27.99
0.26
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0.25
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0.33
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0.32
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0.39
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C o n t e x t  o f  t h e  Q u e s t i o n n a i r e  S t u d y

The Senegalese cap�tal Dakar has hosted one- and two-semester student 
work and study placements organ�sed by Portsmouth Un�vers�ty for over twenty 
years . Senegal �s a stable democracy, w�th Islam the pr�nc�pal rel�g�on, and Wolof 
the pr�nc�pal language (though French also has offic�al status) . Senegal �s among 
the 29 Afr�can states �n the Least Developed Countr�es l�st . The contrast w�th the 
U .K . �s very ev�dent—culture, cl�mate, rel�g�on, poverty, transport, �nfrastruc-
ture, language and ethn�c�ty all pose challenges . U .K . appl�cants, drawn from 
spec�al�st language degrees �n French Stud�es (somet�mes w�th a double spec�al-
�sm, for example �n French and Span�sh) are selected for the programme, and 
supported by a local l�nk-person, an academ�c from the Un�vers�ty of Dakar . A 
fuller descr�pt�on of the programme �s �n Coleman and Chafer (under rev�ew) .

M e t h o d

The study descr�bed here �s based on a quest�onna�re, although fund�ng 
�s be�ng sought for follow-up �nterv�ews wh�ch w�ll, �t �s hoped, prov�de more 
s�gn�ficant data on several aspects of the study abroad exper�ence, �n part�cular 
whether the regular commun�cat�on w�th home and other soc�al networks wh�ch 
telephony, the Internet and easy a�r travel now afford had an �mpact on the degree 
of �ntegrat�on and acculturat�on �nto the host commun�ty . The quest�onna�re 
draws on ex�st�ng knowledge and, where ava�lable, on ex�st�ng �nstruments, and 
was p�loted and rev�sed before adm�n�strat�on . Once eth�cal and data protect�on 
approval had been obta�ned, an ema�l w�th a quest�onna�re attachment was sent 
�n June 2009 to a total of 57 students who had spent t�me on work placement �n 
Senegal . Rem�nders were sent to non-responders . 

By January 2010, responses had been rece�ved from 42 students (7� .7% 
response rate) . Three former Engl�sh language ass�stants who worked under the 
aeg�s of the Br�t�sh Counc�l at the Br�t�sh-Senegalese Inst�tute �n Dakar, also 
completed the quest�onna�re, but are excluded from quant�tat�ve analyses s�nce 
the�r per�od abroad took place after graduat�on . Data from closed quest�onna�re 
�tems was entered �nto a PASW Stat�st�cs (formerly SPSS) 17 spreadsheet for 
analys�s . E�ght open quest�ons el�c�ted nearly 27,000 words of commentary . In 
th�s report, all names are pseudonymous, and all responses c�ted verbat�m, �gnor-
�ng any �ssues of spell�ng, style or syntax .

R e s p o n d e n t s

There �s a useful, albe�t �ncomplete, spread of graduat�on years (see Table 2) . 
The per�od abroad w�ll normally take place dur�ng the preced�ng academ�c year, 
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e .g . 2002–0� for a 2004 graduate . The three �ntend�ng to graduate �n 2010 had 
just returned from Senegal . One respondent noted that she ‘was not an under-
graduate at the t�me’ .

I n t e r n e t  U s e

It �s obv�ous that telecommun�cat�ons w�th countr�es where study abroad �s 
undertaken have become eas�er, cheaper and more frequent s�nce the first study 
abroad research was undertaken . Nonetheless, hard ev�dence that �ncreased ava�l-
ab�l�ty has been matched by �ncreased use by study abroad part�c�pants has not 
yet been documented . S�nce the �ssue of ongo�ng l�nks w�th home �s h�ghly rel-
evant to the exper�ence and �mpact of study abroad, the quest�onna�re �ncluded 
�tems about telephone and Internet commun�cat�ons w�th home . 
S e l f - A s s e s s m e n t  o f  I n t e r n e t 
a n d  Te l e p h o n e  U s e

Because of concerns about the health r�sks of hold�ng a mob�le handset to 
the ear for long per�ods, the accuracy of user est�mates of mob�le phone use has 
been �nvest�gated, and found to be reasonably prec�se (Parslow et al . 200�) . The 
quest�onna�re �tems, each offer�ng four t�ck-boxes, asked:

Internet use: I would typ�cally contact the U .K . by Internet

o Monthly at most  o weekly o several t�mes a week o da�ly

Telephone: I would typ�cally contact the U .K . by telephone

o Monthly at most  o weekly o several t�mes a week o da�ly

In l�ne w�th expectat�ons, both quant�tat�ve and qual�tat�ve data (see Tables � 
and 4) show �ncreased access to and use of telecommun�cat�ons . As Table � shows, 
and as relevant graduates noted, �n the 1980s and early 1990s (five cases) there 
was no Internet, and phon�ng was very expens�ve . No students graduat�ng pr�or to 
1997 used the Internet at all . The 1997 and 1998 graduates ema�led monthly at 
most . When Coleman v�s�ted Dakar �n December 1998, there were a few Internet 
cafés, but even un�vers�ty staff had no �nst�tut�onal access . Nonetheless, a major�ty 
of students �n Senegal �n 1998 (graduat�on year 2000) were �n touch w�th home 
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2002-03 for a 2004 graduate. The three intending to graduate in 2010 had just 
returned from Senegal. One respondent noted that she ‘was not an undergraduate at 
the time’.

Table 2: Respondents’ year of graduation
1988: 2 1989: 1 1994: 2 1997: 1 1998: 1 1999: 1 2000: 8 2001: 1
2002: 4 2003: 3 2004: 6 2006: 2 2007: 2 2008: 2 2009: 2 2010: 3

Internet Use 
It is obvious that telecommunications with countries where study abroad is 

undertaken have become easier, cheaper and more frequent since the first study 
abroad research was undertaken. Nonetheless, hard evidence that increased 
availability has been matched by increased use by study abroad participants has not 
yet been documented. Since the issue of ongoing links with home is highly relevant 
to the experience and impact of study abroad, the questionnaire included items 
about telephone and Internet communications with home. 

Self-Assessment of Internet and Telephone Use 
Because of concerns about the health risks of holding a mobile handset to the 

ear for long periods, the accuracy of user estimates of mobile phone use has been 
investigated, and found to be reasonably precise (Parslow et al. 2003). The 
questionnaire items, each offering four tick-boxes, asked:

Internet use: I would typically contact the U.K. by Internet
Monthly at most      weekly     several times a week     daily

Telephone: I would typically contact the U.K. by telephone
Monthly at most     weekly      several times a week     daily

In line with expectations, both quantitative and qualitative data (see Tables 3 
and 4) show increased access to and use of telecommunications. As Table 3 shows, 
and as relevant graduates noted, in the 1980s and early 1990s (five cases) there was 
no Internet, and phoning was very expensive. No students graduating prior to 1997 
used the Internet at all. The 1997 and 1998 graduates emailed monthly at most. 
When Coleman visited Dakar in December 1998, there were a few Internet cafés, 
but even university staff had no institutional access. Nonetheless, a majority of 
students in Senegal in 1998 (graduation year 2000) were in touch with home one or 
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one or more t�mes each week . S�nce then, Internet cafés have prol�ferated, and 
electron�c contact w�th home has become even more stra�ghtforward . 

Of the 25 spend�ng t�me �n Dakar �n the 2000s, 24 (96%) used Internet 
commun�cat�on at least once a week . The sole except�on, Fred, who graduated 
�n 2004, was phon�ng weekly so had less need for the Internet . Seventeen (68%) 
used the Internet da�ly or several t�mes a week . Electron�c contact w�th home on 
one or more occas�ons each week has become the norm, desp�te some �nd�v�d-
ual var�at�on . For most of the 2006/07 (graduat�on year 2008) and subsequent 
cohorts, there �s da�ly or near-da�ly Internet contact .

As far as the telephone �s concerned, �n the early 1990s phon�ng home was 
a rare luxury, even though three respondents �n th�s category had left a partner 
at home . By about 2000, students would typ�cally take a mob�le w�th them, and 
today, �n 2009, all young Senegalese from the soc�al classes w�th wh�ch v�s�tors 
are l�kely to come �nto contact also have a mob�le phone, although �t rema�ns an 
expens�ve way to l�nk up .

As Table 4 shows, wh�le the five earl�est graduates phoned once a month at 
most (the 1997 graduate left th�s �tem blank), 26 (74 .�%) of the �5 more recent 
sojourners phoned the U .K . at least once a week . Phone calls on a more frequent 
than weekly bas�s happen only �n the late 2000s . No respondent phoned home 
every day, but for the latest cohorts technolog�es have converged, and the w�de-

8
more times each week. Since then, Internet cafés have proliferated, and electronic 
contact with home has become even more straightforward. 

Of the 25 spending time in Dakar in the 2000s, 24 (96%) used Internet 
communication at least once a week. The sole exception, Fred, who graduated in
2004, was phoning weekly so had less need for the Internet. Seventeen (68%) used 
the Internet daily or several times a week. Electronic contact with home on one or 
more occasions each week has become the norm, despite some individual variation. 
For most of the 2006/07 (graduation year 2008) and subsequent cohorts, there is 
daily or near-daily Internet contact.

Table 3: Frequency of Internet contact with home country

Graduation 
Year

No 
Internet

Monthly at 
most

Weekly Several 
times a 
week

Daily

1988 2
1989 1
1994 2
1997 1
1998 1
1999 1
2000 1 3 4
2001 1
2002 3 1
2003 3
2004 1 1 3 1
2006 1 1
2007 1 1
2008 1 1
2009 1 1
2010 2 1

As far as the telephone is concerned, in the early 1990s phoning home was a 
rare luxury, even though three respondents in this category had left a partner at 
home. By about 2000, students would typically take a mobile with them, and today, 
in 2009, all young Senegalese from the social classes with which visitors are likely to 
come into contact also have a mobile phone, although it remains an expensive way 
to link up.

As Table 4 shows, while the five earliest graduates phoned once a month at 
most (the 1997 graduate left this item blank), 26 (74.3%) of the 35 more recent 
sojourners phoned the U.K. at least once a week. Phone calls on a more frequent 
than weekly basis happen only in the late 2000s. No respondent phoned home every 
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more times each week. Since then, Internet cafés have proliferated, and electronic 
contact with home has become even more straightforward. 

Of the 25 spending time in Dakar in the 2000s, 24 (96%) used Internet 
communication at least once a week. The sole exception, Fred, who graduated in
2004, was phoning weekly so had less need for the Internet. Seventeen (68%) used 
the Internet daily or several times a week. Electronic contact with home on one or 
more occasions each week has become the norm, despite some individual variation. 
For most of the 2006/07 (graduation year 2008) and subsequent cohorts, there is 
daily or near-daily Internet contact.

Table 3: Frequency of Internet contact with home country

Graduation 
Year

No 
Internet

Monthly at 
most

Weekly Several 
times a 
week

Daily

1988 2
1989 1
1994 2
1997 1
1998 1
1999 1
2000 1 3 4
2001 1
2002 3 1
2003 3
2004 1 1 3 1
2006 1 1
2007 1 1
2008 1 1
2009 1 1
2010 2 1

As far as the telephone is concerned, in the early 1990s phoning home was a 
rare luxury, even though three respondents in this category had left a partner at 
home. By about 2000, students would typically take a mobile with them, and today, 
in 2009, all young Senegalese from the social classes with which visitors are likely to 
come into contact also have a mobile phone, although it remains an expensive way 
to link up.

As Table 4 shows, while the five earliest graduates phoned once a month at 
most (the 1997 graduate left this item blank), 26 (74.3%) of the 35 more recent 
sojourners phoned the U.K. at least once a week. Phone calls on a more frequent 
than weekly basis happen only in the late 2000s. No respondent phoned home every 
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spread use of Skype or other VoIP means that separate quest�ons on Internet 
and telephone no longer make sense . Globally, Skype alone has over 400m�ll�on 
reg�stered users, who spoke onl�ne for 65 b�ll�on m�nutes �n 2008 (44 b�ll�on �n 
2007); VoIP �n Afr�ca �s grow�ng at over 100% a year .

In recent years, there �s clear overlap between phone and Internet, w�th 
conven�ence of access or personal preference d�ctat�ng the pattern . For example, 
Em�ly, who graduated �n 2009, and who telephoned monthly at most, was �n 
Internet contact da�ly, so had no need to telephone .

Qual�tat�ve data, �n the form of �nd�v�dual responses to open-ended quest�ons, 
beg�n to sketch the l�nks between commun�cat�ons w�th home, affect�ve factors, 
and draw�ng max�mum benefit from study abroad . For example, Carole (graduated 
2004) �s well aware of the obstacle wh�ch a susta�ned umb�l�cal cord can pose: 

I wouldn’t adv�se anyone to try and susta�n a long d�stance relat�onsh�p: The 
first few weeks �n Dakar are go�ng to be hard and I th�nk people could eas�ly 
cl�ng to the person back home for comfort rather than gett�ng stuck �n .

Phoebe (graduated 2000) shares th�s v�ew:
It was regretable that I was conduct�ng a long-d�stance relat�onsh�p wh�slt 
l�v�ng �n Senegal as I th�nk that �t was to the detr�ment of my exper�ence as I 
found �t hard to ass�m�late .

9
day, but for the latest cohorts technologies have converged, and the widespread use 
of Skype or other VoIP means that separate questions on Internet and telephone no 
longer make sense. Globally, Skype alone has over 400million registered users, who 
spoke online for 65 billion minutes in 2008 (44 billion in 2007); VoIP in Africa is 
growing at over 100% a year.

Table 4: Frequency of telephone contact with home country

Graduation 
Year

Monthly 
at most

Weekly Several 
times a 
week

1988 2
1989 1
1994 2
1998 1
1999 1
2000 1 7
2001 1
2002 2 2
2003 2 1
2004 1 5
2006 2
2007 1 1
2008 1 1
2009 1 1
2010 2 1

In recent years, there is clear overlap between phone and Internet, with 
convenience of access or personal preference dictating the pattern. For example, 
Emily, who graduated in 2009, and who telephoned monthly at most, was in 
Internet contact daily, so had no need to telephone.

Qualitative data, in the form of individual responses to open-ended questions, 
begin to sketch the links between communications with home, affective factors, and 
drawing maximum benefit from study abroad. For example, Carole (graduated 
2004) is well aware of the obstacle which a sustained umbilical cord can pose: 

I wouldn't advise anyone to try and sustain a long distance relationship: 
The first few weeks in Dakar are going to be hard and I think people could 
easily cling to the person back home for comfort rather than getting stuck 
in.
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in.
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It �s s�gn�ficant that students themselves real�se the potent�al threat to suc-
cessful �mmers�on and to ach�evement of study abroad object�ves wh�ch �s posed 
by ever more prevalent commun�cat�on technolog�es .

Queen�e, a language ass�stant �n 200�/04, recogn�ses the need to keep �n touch 
w�th the fam�l�ar and the way �n wh�ch talk�ng can help make sense of the new expe-
r�ences: “It was also �mportant to be able to debr�ef w�th other western fr�ends and 
to call fr�ends and fam�ly at home .” Hav�ng v�s�ts from parents, s�ster and half a dozen 
fr�ends also helped Queen�e overcome any homes�ckness: “I really apprec�ated that 
and loved be�ng able to show them the country I’d fallen �n love w�th .”

The explos�on �n commun�cat�ons technolog�es over two decades �s reflected �n 
respondents’ open comments . Dan�el (graduated 1989) underl�nes the lack of com-
mun�cat�on w�th home: “There was no �nternet or ema�l when I was there so com-
mun�cat�on was by letter and occas�onal (expens�ve !) phone call .” Grace (graduated 
1994) uses almost the same terms: “There was no �nternet �n 1992 and phone calls 
were extremely expens�ve . I rece�ved monthly phone calls from my boyfr�end; I was 
fortunate enough to rece�ve these calls us�ng my landlord’s home phone .”

Lorra�ne (graduated 1994) echoes the feel�ng of d�stance and �solat�on: 
Keep�ng �n touch w�th home, back �n 1992, was really d�fficult . I was rel�ant nearly 
wholly on the postal system wh�ch was pretty patchy, for the first month or so I 
hadn’t had anyth�ng much from home — part�cularly not from my s�ster who I 
was really close w�th, but found out later th�ngs they’d sent had gone m�ss�ng .

Chr�s (graduated 1998) emphas�ses that, �n l�ne w�th the under-developed 
technolog�es, the culture of frequent v�rtual network�ng d�d not ex�st even �n 
developed countr�es a decade or so ago: “Internet access was almost non-ex�stent, 
and my typ�cal usage of the �nternet pr�or to my tr�p was far far far lower than �t 
�s these days!”

Anna (graduated 2001) sums up the change: 
I th�nk th�ngs have changed now and that d�stance would not seem as b�g 
because there are much better �nternet connect�ons (as�de from the power 
cuts!) �n Senegal now and us�ng Skype would mean call�ng home would 
much less of an �ssue . I th�nk that was the b�ggest �ssue for me as �t cost £1 a 
m�nute to call home and the same for people to call me so I had to really plan 
my weekly call and �t would generally be pretty br�ef .

Jack�e (graduated 2004) found commun�cat�on much more stra�ght forward: 
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I was �n a long-term relat�onsh�p at the t�me w�th a partner from un�vers�ty 
(st�ll am �n fact) who was go�ng through final year at un� at the t�me, so �t was 
a d�fficult t�me — I spent a lot of t�me on MSN messenger!

Tams�n (graduated 2004) l�kew�se had no d�fficulty �n touch�ng base:
I had excellent �nternet access at work and also used �nternet cafes �n Dakar 
to keep �n touch w�th fam�ly and fr�ends back home, as well as phone calls 
every couple of weeks from my mob�le or a phone booth, so never had any 
problems w�th homes�ckness .

By the t�me Imogen (graduated 2006) went to Senegal, the trans�t�on appears 
almost complete: “I e-ma�led fr�ends and fam�ly from t�me to t�me, and I often 
spoke to my parents on the phone .”

However, Rh�annon, an ass�stant for the Br�t�sh Counc�l �n 2004/05, noted 
changes dur�ng her year abroad, and underl�nes the danger of general�s�ng: “At 
the beg�nn�ng we had less access to the �nternet, and so the weekly ma�l through 
the BC was really �mportant .”

Ursula (due to graduate �n 2010) had Internet access �n her apartment, and a 
boyfr�end at home . She phoned and skyped several t�mes a week, and only the�r 
respect�ve work schedules prevented da�ly contact .

H o m e s i c k n e s s  a n d  O t h e r  L i n k s

It would be expected that telephone and Internet contact m�ght be stat�st�cally 
related to m�ss�ng people or be�ng v�s�ted by people from home . And �n th�s study, 
students report�ng greatest homes�ckness were �ndeed the heav�est users of telecom-
mun�cat�ons . If the five pre-Internet cases are excluded, there �s a correlat�on us�ng 
Spearman’s rank�ng between �n�t�al homes�ckness and reported use of the Internet 
(rs =  .408, p =  .01�) . The correlat�on between �n�t�al homes�ckness and reported tel-
ephone use (rs =  .�15, p =  .061) �s, however, not stat�st�cally s�gn�ficant at the 0 .05 
level . Nor �s there any measurable correlat�on between Internet use and phone use, 
or between e�ther of these and sex, partner at home or v�s�ts from the U .K . . A large 
sample, �deally w�th a control group not undertak�ng study abroad, and w�th larger 
cohorts at each stage of telecommun�cat�ons development, would allow more soph�s-
t�cated explorat�on of the l�nks between these factors, although h�gh �nd�v�dual var�a-
t�on, one of the few constants of study abroad research, would also be expected .

Of those Dakar students who—l�ke De�rdre—had left a partner �n the U .K . (19 
of 42), 15 or 78 .9% had a v�s�t from home . Of those who had not left a partner at 
home, only half as many (9 of 2� or �1 .9%) were v�s�ted . The correlat�on �s stat�st�cally 
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s�gn�ficant at the 0 .01 level (rp = .400, p =  .009) . The quest�onna�re d�d not spec�fically 
ask for the �dent�ty of the v�s�tor(s), although answers to the open quest�ons spec�fied 
the boyfr�end or g�rlfr�end �n seven cases . Only Ursula (�n Senegal 2008–09) men-
t�ons return�ng to the U .K .; her fly�ng home at both Chr�stmas and Easter to be w�th 
her boyfr�end reflects the fact that a�r transport too �s cheaper and eas�er than �n the 
recent past . It would have been des�rable to �nclude a spec�fic quest�on on tr�ps home 
to further explore th�s relat�ve ease of travel �n recent years (dur�ng h�s 1968-69 ass�st-
antsh�p �n France, wh�ch �s geograph�cally much closer, Coleman managed only one 
v�s�t to the U .K .) but th�s must wa�t for the qual�tat�ve study .

Desp�te the absence of stat�st�cal correlat�on between phone/Internet use 
and separat�on from a partner, noth�ng �n the prel�m�nary data challenges what 
adm�n�strat�ve exper�ence, prev�ous research and �ntu�t�on already suggest, 
namely that students who leave a partner to go abroad, or who feel homes�ck, 
may be more l�kely to ma�nta�n �ntens�ve v�rtual and/or phys�cal connect�ons 
w�th home . Whether they consequently find �t more d�fficult to detach them-
selves �n emot�onal, �ntellectual, l�ngu�st�c and �dent�ty terms from the home 
env�ronment requ�res further �nvest�gat�on .

D i s c u s s i o n

There was no attempt �n the present quest�onna�re study to d�st�ngu�sh between 
success�ve forms of technolog�cal med�at�on, although �t would be �nterest�ng to 
do so, espec�ally now that ema�l has been largely supplanted by a wealth of soc�al 
network�ng appl�cat�ons, each of wh�ch offers much greater scope for �dent�ty (re-
)construct�on, and that software such as Skype allows unl�m�ted free Internet-based 
v�deoconferenc�ng . Th�s �ssue w�ll be addressed w�th the same respondents �f the 
�nterv�ew phase obta�ns fund�ng—all 42 former students and three former ass�stants 
have agreed to be �nterv�ewed . Of part�cular �nterest w�ll be the use of asynchronous 
(ema�l, more recently Facebook) as opposed to synchronous (e .g . Skype) technolo-
g�es: the latter m�ght be expected to make the home context even more present .

Was there a connect�on for these students between ava�lab�l�ty of the electron�c 
umb�l�cal cord and �mmers�on �nto the local cultures? Grace, whose stay dates back to 
1992–9�, exempl�fies the almost obl�gatory soc�al �mmers�on of pre-Internet days:

I have not kept �n touch w�th the Senegal�se people I became fr�endly w�th . 
However, th�s was a g�ven bear�ng �n m�nd the �nfer�or�ty of the �nternat�onal 
commun�cat�ons at that t�me . In fact, rather than �nh�b�t the qual�ty of the 
fr�endsh�ps that I made, th�s acknowledgement of l�m�ted commun�cat�on 
outs�de Senegal made relat�onsh�ps very strong and real .
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Study abroad research has not typ�cally explored whether the pattern of 
contacts w�th home, and the �ncreas�ng frequency and ease of commun�cat�on 
wh�ch technolog�cal developments have made poss�ble over the past twenty 
years, have also had an �mpact on the degree of �mmers�on, acculturat�on and 
�ntegrat�on wh�ch each student ach�eved w�th the target commun�ty . In th�s 
study, all �nformants reported cultural and �ntercultural learn�ng, and all but one 
substant�al ga�ns �n French and worthwh�le ga�ns �n Wolof . D�d Grace atta�n her 
learn�ng object�ves more fully because she had no cho�ce but to �mmerse herself 
�n the local culture? Was �t eas�er to make progress �n the target language when 
ema�l�ng, Facebook�ng or skyp�ng w�th home were s�mply not an opt�on? Does 
past�ng selected and ed�ted d�g�tal photographs on Fl�ckr concret�se the exper�-
ence of otherness, block�ng off the openness and hamper�ng the sense of l�m�nal-
�ty wh�ch allow exper�mentat�on w�th other languages, cultures and �dent�t�es?

Our respondents’ narrat�ves allude to the fam�l�ar phenomenon of find�ng 
rel�ef and secur�ty �n speak�ng Engl�sh w�th compatr�ots, but, once aga�n, �t w�ll 
requ�re better data to confirm or �nval�date the �mpress�on that th�s reassurance 
predom�nantly allowed greater r�sk-tak�ng, rather than a retreat from �nteract�on 
w�th the local commun�ty . If the �mpact of electron�c contact w�th home was to 
reduce the sense of �solat�on and of remoteness, d�d �t also reduce the sense of 
�mmers�on �n the target culture, and thus h�nder the ach�evement of l�ngu�st�c, 
cultural and att�tud�nal outcomes? D�d �t affect �dent�ty (re)construct�on and 
the sett�ng of cultural and l�ngu�st�c reference po�nts? 

On a more pos�t�ve note, easy telecommun�cat�ons and travel probably 
mean that relat�onsh�ps and networks �n�t�ated dur�ng study abroad are more 
s�mply and durably ma�nta�ned . Most of our respondents (25 of 45) are st�ll �n 
touch w�th people they met �n Dakar, and a further 1� kept �n touch after leav-
�ng, at least for a wh�le . Seven have been back to Senegal, and 12 have v�s�ted �n 
a th�rd country fr�ends they had made �n Senegal . Th�s �s another �ssue wh�ch 
future research could usefully explore, both w�th these respondents and w�th 
other groups: to what extent does the technology-enabled ma�ntenance of study-
abroad soc�al networks deepen and extend the �mpact of the sojourn on all the 
learn�ng outcomes?

It would be wrong to exaggerate the role of telecommun�cat�ons . They are 
just one of the contextual factors �mpact�ng upon the degree of exposure to 
and �ntegrat�on �nto local cultures . Actual soc�al networks w�ll, �n all probab�l-
�ty, prove more s�gn�ficant than v�rtual networks . Coleman and Chafer (under 
rev�ew) cons�der, w�th�n the l�m�tat�ons of quest�onna�re data, the three types of 
soc�al network—w�th fellow-nat�onals, w�th other outs�ders, and w�th locals—of 
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the Senegal study part�c�pants . However, only �n-depth �nterv�ews can br�ng out 
the �mportance of evolv�ng fr�endsh�ps, of leav�ng a partner beh�nd (21 of the 
total 45 respondents), or of find�ng dur�ng the sojourn abroad a new partner who 
�s e�ther local (n�ne respondents) or non-local (twelve respondents) .

In any event, the sample �s too small to draw firm general�sat�ons for study 
abroad, and the U .K .-Senegal pa�r�ng �s just one �nstance, w�th h�ghly contrasted 
home and host contexts . The pattern of commun�cat�on w�ll of course vary 
accord�ng to the speed of technology take-up �n home and host countr�es . How-
ever, �t seems �nev�table that the extremely clear trend towards eas�er and more 
frequent—and more synchronous—contacts w�th home can only �ncrease . One 
corollary w�ll be an updat�ng of the preparatory br�efings and strategy tra�n�ng 
prov�ded to �ntend�ng sojourners .

In study abroad research, context �s recogn�sed as a key element both �n 
Second Language Acqu�s�t�on (not least �n study abroad) and �n broader educa-
t�on . But context �s not just home and abroad . And context �s not just geograph�-
cal, �t �s also temporal . The study abroad student has a phys�cal locat�on �n both 
space and t�me, and the t�me context, thanks to the spread and �ncreas�ng use of 
commun�cat�on technolog�es, can profoundly affect the extent of psycholog�cal 
�mmers�on �n the target country’s language and culture . Coleman (2006) asserted 
that ‘�t �s poss�ble to be phys�cally �n the host country wh�le psycholog�cally and 
affect�vely back �n one’s own’ . W�thout the challenge to one’s soc�al networks, 
cultural assumpt�ons, read�ng and v�ew�ng hab�ts—not to ment�on l�ngu�st�c 
�nteract�ons—that �mmers�on abroad �s expected to br�ng, the outcomes cannot 
be the same . De�rdre exempl�fies h�gh rel�ance on l�nks w�th home and w�th-
drawal from the local context, but any commun�cat�on w�th home �s s�gn�ficant 
�n a context where �mmers�on �n a new language and culture are the raison d’être 
of an exchange or study abroad programme .

Immers�on, for early landmark stud�es such as W�ll�s et al. (1977) or Dyson 
(1988), meant just that . Canon�cal stud�es such as DeKeyser (1991) or M�lton 
and Meara (1995) concern a pre-Internet era . A deta�led country-by-country sur-
vey such as �s prov�ded here may clearly not be necessary for every study abroad 
context, but �t would nonetheless have been �nterest�ng to know, espec�ally for 
the most w�dely c�ted stud�es from the 1990s and early 2000s, what telecom-
mun�cat�ons were ava�lable, and what use students made of them . It would be 
extremely valuable �f, from now on, quest�onna�re-based study abroad research 
systemat�cally �ncluded a quest�on on l�nks w�th home .

We would argue that the stage of development and adopt�on of telecom-
mun�cat�ons �n home and host countr�es �s a factor wh�ch should be, but often 
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�s not, taken �nto account �n compar�ng contemporary stud�es w�th some of the 
most w�dely c�ted study abroad publ�cat�ons . The quest�on of Internet access 
�s extremely date-sens�t�ve . An obv�ous prerequ�s�te �s that publ�shed stud�es 
should make clear at what date the subjects undertook the�r sojourn abroad: yet 
even some of the most �mportant stud�es, such as Freed (1995), Regan (1995) or 
Segalow�tz and Freed (2004) do not ment�on the year to wh�ch the data refers . 
L�terature rev�ews could also be more sens�t�ve to the temporal aspect of con-
text . It �s convent�onal to c�te stud�es wh�ch took place decades ago, when the 
‘study abroad context’ was very d�fferent from today’s s�mply because �nterna-
t�onal commun�cat�on through Internet or telephone was far more costly and less 
access�ble . For example, �n an art�cle wh�ch finds that ema�l�ng and Internet surf-
�ng—whether �n Engl�sh or Japanese—correlate, somet�mes s�gn�ficantly, w�th 
reduced Japanese vocabulary ga�n (Dewey 2008: 140–141), a s�ngle l�st of c�ta-
t�ons (Dewey 2008: 127) conflates stud�es located both �n the pre-Internet world 
and the post-Internet world . Are these truly the same study abroad context, or 
two d�fferent contexts? The mental processes by wh�ch target language lex�s �s 
ass�m�lated w�ll of course be s�m�lar, but can they be one and the same when 
the learner’s mental map of home and away, and the pattern of regular l�ngu�st�c 
�nteract�ons, w�th all the�r cogn�t�ve and affect�ve adjuncts, �s so d�fferent?

It �s a tru�sm that the world �s not the same s�nce the advent of the Inter-
net . Has the sense of d�stance evolved over recent decades? Undoubtedly . Study 
abroad �s not a stat�c phenomenon, not least because, thanks to telecommun�ca-
t�ons technolog�es, abroad �s less abroad than �t once was .
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