Ashleigh Coran, a University of Iowa senior majoring in journalism and Spanish, knew she wanted to study abroad before she even began her college career.

At the advice of her parents and older brother, who told her he regretted not studying abroad while he had the chance, she began saving half of every paycheck — and all of her high school graduation money — to ensure that when the opportunity to go abroad presented itself, she would be ready.

And she was.

This past spring, Coran traveled to Seville, Spain, through a University of Iowa partnership program with the Council on International Educational Exchange (CIEE). There, she was able to study journalism in a Spanish-speaking classroom, all while earning academic credit that moved her closer to her degree.  

“It was a great experience,” Coran said. “I wanted to go there to learn a new culture and I definitely walked away doing that.”

While Coran’s story may seem a little extreme - saving up for a trip before she knew where she was going - study abroad coordinators at universities across the country agree that planning ahead is key to having an enjoyable experience.

“If you’re thinking about studying abroad, it is never too early to start the asking process,” said John Wilkerson, coordinator of the study abroad program at the University of Missouri School of Journalism in Columbia, Mo. “The more you do that, the less overwhelming it is.”

Students have come into his office during their first week on campus to discuss study abroad options, he said.

By asking questions sooner rather than later, students, many of whom don’t actually go abroad until their third or fourth year, can schedule their semesters strategically. This often enables them to graduate in the same amount of time it would take them if they had not studied abroad at all.

Over the course of the planning process, students typically meet with several advisers on campus. These can include peer/student advisers, who, after having studied abroad themselves, can shed some light on the experience. They can also include study abroad and academic advisers, who can help students select the program that’s right for them, taking into account things like the duration, location, cost, and academic credit transferability. If that university doesn’t offer a program that meets a student’s needs, advisers can help students locate one that does.

Students can also meet with financial aid advisers, who can help identify sources of funding, which may include financial aid, scholarships, grants, loans, or a combination of the four, depending on which program students choose.

While the planning process may sound tedious, coordinators like Wilkerson say the “well-oiled machine” ultimately helps students sort through a seemingly endless list of programs in countries around the world. 

When it comes to journalism, a number of universities across the U.S. offer their journalism students the opportunity to study abroad, whether it is to pursue a second major or minor, or to work toward their journalism degree by taking general, elective or, in rare instances, core journalism courses. Students may also be able to complete an internship abroad for academic credit.

   At the University of Missouri, 20 journalism study abroad programs offer students the opportunity to study in 17 countries, including Australia, England, France, China, Mexico, and Spain. Some of these are semester-long programs, while others take place during summer or winter break.

Although a number of the programs are located in non-English-speaking countries, only two, those in Mexico and Spain, are taught in another language. 

With many of the programs — in which University of Missouri students essentially swap places with students in other countries, something that’s called an exchange program — University of Missouri students pay tuition as if they were staying on campus for the semester, as well as a $500 study abroad fee. They also have to foot the bill for any travel, food, and housing expenses, which vary greatly from place to place. 

These additional expenses can make studying abroad slightly more expensive than studying in the U.S., though this is not always the case, especially in states with a higher cost of living, such as California.

Like the University of Missouri, San Francisco State University has two study abroad programs set up exclusively for journalism majors: a year-long program, half of which is spent in Denmark and half of which is spent in the Netherlands, and a semester- or year-long program in Australia.

Venise Wagner, chair of the university’s journalism department, said the cost of studying abroad in Denmark and the Netherlands or in Australia is essentially the same as studying in the U.S. simply because it is so expensive to live in California.

Other journalism study abroad programs are much more focused, geared toward journalism majors interested in a specific type of journalism.

 The University of Iowa, for example, has a journalism study abroad program for those who are interested in environmental journalism, specifically, water resources.

Through this North American exchange program, journalism students from a handful of universities in the U.S., Canada, and Mexico can switch places and study water resources in each other’s countries.

“The aim is to expose students to different environmental realities so they can become acquainted with the global climate issues as part of the general debate going on not only in North America, but in the rest of the world,” said Leo Eko, journalism professor and coordinator of the program. “We want them to become better environmental journalists.”

But not all universities that offer journalism degrees have their own journalism study abroad programs.

One example is the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Journalism majors can still study abroad — pursuing a second major or minor or taking electives — but they have to do so through non-journalism study abroad programs at the University of Wisconsin-Madison or through journalism study abroad programs at other accredited institutions. Students  just have to make sure the courses will transfer and count toward their degree(s).

“Every student is at a different place,” said Julie Lindsey, associate director for the University of Wisconsin-Madison’s International Academic Programs. “We work with them throughout the [study abroad] process.”

But with so much time and money invested in studying abroad, is it really worth it?

Students say it’s a no-brainer.

“[Studying abroad] was 100 percent worth it,” Coran said, adding she was able to travel across Europe and Africa during her semester in Spain.

Studying abroad allowed Coran to see journalism from an international perspective and discover how “completely different” journalism is in Spain compared to in the U.S., especially when it comes to censoring graphic images and steering clear of political bias.

Tom Maclean, another journalism student who is no stranger to studying abroad, agrees.

Originally from Melbourne, Australia, Maclean has been studying abroad on exchange at the University of Missouri campus since January. This past summer, in the middle of his program, he studied abroad (again) in Belgium, completing an internship with the news agency Reuters. Maclean said studying journalism on three different continents has enabled him to see how the U.S.  is “reinventing journalism” from a technological standpoint. It has also given him confidence as he prepares to enter the workforce, possibly as an international journalist, when he graduates from La Trobe University in Melbourne in December.

“It’s been hugely, hugely beneficial,” Maclean said of his time spent in the U.S. and Belgium. “I think I could pretty comfortably head off anywhere and start working wherever the story was.”

Like Coran and Maclean, study abroad coordinators say spending time in another country can serve as an invaluable learning experience.

“[Studying abroad] gives [students] a global perspective of life and, as a journalist, I think you need that in our world today,” Wagner said. “I think it's just a really good experience, knowing who you are, and where you come from, and how you fit into the world."

Others said they believe studying abroad can even put students ahead of the competition when it comes to landing a job, something that has become increasingly difficult to do, especially in the journalism industry.

“It’s always a resume enhancer,” Wilkerson said of studying abroad, adding it shows employers you are willing to take a risk and be completely uncomfortable, yet completely successful, while doing it.

Eko said he believes the global perspective students can acquire while studying abroad is all but essential in the 21st century.

“I personally believe that any students who have not traveled abroad are usually not really ready for the real world,” he said. “In order to appreciate the rest of the world, it’s good to go to the rest of the world.”

