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Abstract
Ascertaining the value of a study abroad experience 
on facilitating language development has long been a 
goal of Second Language Acquisition scholars. There 
is currently a plethora of studies regarding the topic, 
yet, despite this, the evidence remains inconclusive 
and contradictory. This systematic review evaluates 
the impact of study abroad among undergraduate 
language learners in both Europe and beyond on a 
range of linguistic outcomes compared to remaining in 
domestic instruction. Studies that used a randomised 
controlled trial design, or a quasi-experimental design 
which achieved baseline equivalence, were included 
in an in-depth review as they offer the best available 
evidence on impact. Nine electronic databases were 
searched using a series of keywords. Articles were 
screened using pre-specified inclusion criteria. Forty 
studies were identified for a mapping synthesis, with 
seven publications being carried forward to full data 
extraction and quality appraisal. The synthesis of the 
evidence indicated that sojourning can facilitate the 
development of global proficiency and oral fluency, 
while oral and written accuracy demonstrated less 
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BACKGROUND AND PREVIOUS REVIEWS

Each year, thousands of language students worldwide undertake a study abroad (SA) ex-
perience which can provide an opportunity for linguistic and cultural immersion. For the 
purposes of this review, SA is defined as the following, taken from Kinginger (2009, p. 11):

a temporary sojourn of pre-defined duration, undertaken for educational 
purposes.

While sojourning is not a new phenomenon, the past three decades have seen increasing 
attention given to linguistic outcomes during SA (e.g., Freed, 1995; Sanz & Morales-Front, 
2018). This literature has mirrored the growing number of sojourners, which according to 
Tullock and Ortega (2018), can be described as reaching maturity, having reached a histor-
ical peak in publication numbers between 2011 and 2014. As a topic, several journals (e.g., 
System) have published special issues, while the journal Study Abroad Research in Second 
Language Acquisition and International Education is explicitly devoted to research concern-
ing language learning abroad.

Despite this accruement in literature, findings have generally proven contradictory and 
inconclusive, much to the frustration of scholars, who, supported by second language 

change. The available evidence is discussed in rela-
tion to policy and practice, together with the limita-
tions of this review.

K E Y W O R D S
proficiency, second language acquisition, study abroad, 
systematic review

Context and implications

Rationale for this study
The past two decades have led to a plethora of published material on study abroad 
linguistic research. However, the reliance on narrative literature reviews has led to 
mixed and inconclusive findings.
Why the new findings matter
The findings contribute to synthesising a broad evidence base offering insights to 
both practitioners and policy makers alike.
Implications for educational researchers and policy makers
This review is important for practitioners and learners alike as it indicates realis-
tic expectations concerning linguistic proficiency pre-departure to a year studying 
abroad. The evidence from the review shows that, where expectations have not 
been met, learners can become disillusioned with learning the second language. 
These findings could, for example, be used in pre-departure workshops to facilitate 
the setting up of realistic expectations. From a policy perspective, the findings sup-
port the importance of study abroad in second language acquisition and the need for 
governments to ensure learners have this opportunity.
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acquisition (SLA) theory, would purport that SA should facilitate language acquisition. This 
is because learners are assumed to be afforded numerous linguistic opportunities from 
which to actively use the learnt language (Rehner & Mougeon, 2003). The notion of just how 
immersive the experience is, has been challenged by scholars (e.g., Coleman, 2015) but, 
undoubtedly, the perception of the SA being an immersive experience prevails in the wider 
public (Hessel, 2017).

Understanding and appreciating the extent of linguistic gain on a SA serves as a funda-
mental component in setting realistic expectations for language learners at pre-departure. 
Research has shown that learners tend to begin a SA with high linguistic expectations but 
that these expectations are rarely met (e.g., Bädstuber & Ecke, 2009). This failure can lead 
to disappointment, frustration and ultimately disillusionment with the second language (L2) 
(Wilkinson, 1998). Consequently, systematic reviews can serve as a means of distilling and 
disseminating a large body of work to practitioners, which may be then used to inform lan-
guage learners before departure.

Of special interest to this review is a previously published meta-analysis conducted by 
Yang (2016) and a scoping review conducted by Tullock and Ortega (2018). Yang (2016) 
conducted a meta-analysis on 11 studies that matched a set criterion (e.g., control-group 
design, with a dependent variable of a measure of linguistic proficiency), all of which were 
dated pre-2011. The weighted effect size of the 11 studies combined was d = 0.75, indicating 
a medium to large effect size (Plonsky & Oswald, 2014), with four studies reporting a large 
effect size of over d = 0.8.1 Yang (2016) concluded that the data supported the view that 
SA ‘could lead to greater L2 linguistic attainment compared to at-home classroom learning’ 
(p. 78). Tullock and Ortega presented a scoping review on the topic of oral fluency. For 
studies to be included in this review, they must have followed a pre-post design, measuring 
linguistic outcomes through the means of observational, behavioural measures. In total, 
401 records were screened, with 31 having a specific outcome measure of oral fluency, and 
as such, were carried forward to a meta-analysis. The results of the meta-analysis proved 
rather inconclusive. When exploring differing domains of oral fluency (e.g., speech rate, 
pause frequency) the results displayed inconsistencies in effect direction, with only speech 
rate indicating consistent positive effects. When investigating speech rate specifically, the 
individual effect sizes of each study fell between d = 0.5 and d = 1.21 representing the full 
magnitudes of field-specific benchmarks in the field (see Plonsky & Oswald, 2014). Tullock 
and Ortega (2018) concluded by stating ‘we can answer, but only tentatively that students 
probably become more fluent after a SA experience’ (p. 14). In sum, these two reviews have 
demonstrated the broad range of findings in the literature and the difficulties associated with 
determining firm conclusions regarding the extent of the gain. Both reviews included non-
European evidence, which may only further exacerbate the inconclusiveness of findings. 
The next section details the importance in focusing on a particular context when describing 
findings.

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE EUROPEAN PERSPECTIVE

The prevalence of North American based literature has made it sometimes difficult for European 
readers to place a study’s findings within a European context. Such differences were first high-
lighted by Coleman (1998) and reiterated by other scholars (e.g., McManus et al., 2020). North 
American students tend to undertake short stays (an average of six weeks), remain in their 
established contact groups and generally have limited prior language instruction, reflected by 
a low proficiency. European learners, on the other hand, tend to undertake long stays abroad 
(three or more months), live independently within the host community, and be of high profi-
ciency in the L2, given the multilingual status of many Europeans. Moreover, narrative reviews 
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have tended to disregard the importance of participant and environmental factors in influenc-
ing the extent of linguistic change, potentially leading to varied findings in a particular outcome. 
This systematic review has tried to combat this and given that the wider context of this work 
was within a European context, the review has made a concerted effort to highlight European 
literature and to form conclusions that are reflective of European learners. Next, focus will be 
given to understanding the importance of causal inference within the evidence base.

EVALUATING LANGUAGE GAIN MADE DURING 
STUDY ABROAD

An outstanding question for scholars is attributing change in linguistic proficiency to that of 
the SA itself. Typically, scholars have employed a matched-comparison design (i.e., quasi-
experimental design) whereby sojourners (SA) are matched to learners in a classroom setting 
(AH). Any differences obtained between these learners over time can be attributed to the 
learning context given the differences in the amount, type and frequency of L2 comprehension 
and production opportunities (Grey, 2018). While such a design can introduce a number of 
confounding variables, given the non-random assignment into groups (AH vs. SA), the impact 
on findings can be reduced (although not minimised or eliminated) by implementing a pre-test. 
By collecting proficiency scores at pre-test, any differences between the two groups can be 
controlled for in the statistical analysis. Nevertheless, one should be mindful that the larger the 
difference in pre-test scores between the two groups, the stronger the presence of selection 
bias (Shadish et al., 2002), and the less reliable overall conclusions will be. Ideally, the two 
groups should be non-significantly different to rule out the presence of strong selection bias.

RATIONALE

This review serves as the first systematic synthesis, to the best of our knowledge, to explore 
the efficacy of SA on facilitating language gain compared to remaining AH. While many 
reviews are narrative in design, this review differs because it employs open, transparent 
and systematic design and methods. To date, SLA literature has explored linguistic gains 
in sojourners from a number of perspectives and angles but in doing so, the available evi-
dence appears fragmented and highly compartmentalised by outcome. There is a subse-
quent need to systematically synthesise the available literature so that stakeholders (e.g., 
practitioners, students, policy makers) can be informed of the available evidence and make 
evidence-based judgements regarding the value of the sojourning experience on language 
development. By critically evaluating the available evidence, we can determine the strength 
of causal inference in the conclusions made, which as aforementioned are required to fully 
ascertain whether SA achieves what it sets out to achieve. The review comes at a time 
where the need to synthesise the literature is great and it is believed to hold relevance to 
practitioners and learners alike. Next, an overview of the design and methods will be given.

DESIGN AND METHODS

This systematic review is guided by the following research questions:

1.	 How effective is the ERASMUS programme in facilitating additional language acquisition?
2.	How effective are study abroad programmes in facilitating second language acquisition in 

language learners compared to learners who remain in the domestic classroom?
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Both the structure and findings of this systematic review have been reported following 
the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) and 
the Synthesis without Meta-analysis (SWiM) in Systematic Reviews (Campbell et al., 2020) 
reporting guidelines. SWiM guidelines (see Table 1) should be implemented when a review, 
such as this current review, does not require a meta-analysis. It is, to the best of our knowl-
edge, the first use of SWiM guidelines in the field of education.

INCLUSION/EXCLUSION CRITERIA

Table 2 presents the inclusion/exclusion criteria used to guide the decision-making process 
while screening. These criteria were developed before running the main searches. Of impor-
tance in this review was the need to capture both European orientated and non-European 
orientated studies. As aforementioned, the imbalance to date, regarding sample composi-
tion (i.e., the prevalence of North American undergraduate students) meant a stricter study 
design criterion was implemented for non-European exchange programmes. In doing so, 
it was hoped the review would hold generalisability for both European and non-European 
samples. The remaining criteria focused on the characteristics of the intervention, partici-
pants and relevant linguistic outcomes. There were no restrictions placed on publication 
type or date.

ELECTRONIC SEARCHING

Prior to electronic searching, a protocol was developed in accordance with PRISMA-P 
(Shamseer et al., 2015). Searching began in April 2019, with a broad range of databases 
selected, reflecting the range of disciplines interested in SA research. The following data-
bases were searched: Web of Science; Article First; Eco; British Education Index; ERIC; 
PsycInfo; PsycArticles, Proquest and Scopus within one week, with records imported into 
Endnote (version x8, 2016) where de-duplication occurred. Once completed, records were 
transferred into EPPI (Thomas et al., 2010), where they were screened.

First stage of screening

At this stage, all records were screened on title and abstract, using the inclusion/exclusion 
criteria as guidance in the decision process. All records were double screened, and where 
disagreement existed, the record was sent to the third reviewer for arbitration.

Second stage of screening

At this stage, the primary researcher searched for and collected the publications of records 
included. All records were again double screened and in instances of disagreement, a third 
member of the review team arbitrated.

Third stage of screening

Studies included at this stage went forward to be included in a mapping table. Data extrac-
tion was undertaken on each study by the primary reviewer on study design, intervention, 
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outcomes, instruments, participants and key findings. At this stage also, those studies which 
allowed for stronger causal inference were carried forward to the in-depth review. Studies 
that met such criteria were QEDs, with pre-test proficiency equivalence. Pre-test equiva-
lence was observed in studies that explicitly provided mean scores at pre-test, and for which 
the mean difference in scores between each group was considered non-significant (i.e., 
p = > 0.05). For all of the included in-depth studies, data extraction was undertaken by two 
reviewers.

Data extraction and quality appraisal

For each study, data on intervention type (e.g., length of stay), study design, description of 
sample characteristics, study measures, outcomes, results and conclusions were extracted. 
Each study was also quality appraised using a specifically designed tool. Studies were qual-
ity appraised on accounting for the counterfactual, attrition and pre-specified outcomes. The 
results are presented below.

RESULTS

In total, 2548 records were found through the database and grey literature searches. After 
de-duplication in Endnote x8 (2016), 1533 records were imported into EPPI, on which the 
first stage of screening was conducted. At the first stage of screening, 1347 records (87.8%) 
were excluded on title and abstract, meaning 186 publications were then located for the 
second stage of screening: screen on full text. At the second stage of screening, 140 stud-
ies were excluded. Twenty-seven of these were excluded as the relevant publication could 
not be located, three due to duplication, and the remaining 110 due to not meeting the inclu-
sion/exclusion criteria. Subsequently, 46 studies were screened at stage three. Of these, 
40 were included in an evidence mapping table as four were excluded on intervention and 
a further two were excluded on study design. The online supplementary material highlights 
these 40 studies in greater detail. Of these 40 studies, six studies (seven publications) were 
carried forward to the in-depth review and were used to inform the findings and conclusions 
of this systematic review. These were chosen because they utilised a quasi-experimental 
design and reported pre-test equivalence (i.e., the mean proficiency scores between SA and 
AH at pre-test were not significantly different). Figure 1 serves as a PRISMA flow diagram.

MAPPING SYNTHESIS

The methodological landscape

A small subset of studies identified utilised a quasi-experimental design where between-
group analysis was conducted to compare change between an intervention and comparison 
group. These studies are explored in more detail within the narrative synthesis and listed in 
Table 3.

Given the number of long-term projects exploring language change within European learn-
ers, such as the Study Abroad and Language Acquisition (SALA) project in Spain (e.g., Pérez-
Vidal, 2014) and the Languages and Social Networks Abroad (LANGSNAP) project in the 
UK (e.g., Mitchell et al., 2017), the field benefits from several studies of longitudinal designs, 
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examining the same learner within both an at-home (control) and study abroad (intervention) 
contexts. These within-subject designs have the advantage of minimising variability between 
subjects and require fewer participants for analysis, something which is important given the 
generally high attrition rates in longitudinal studies caused by participant fatigue (Field, 2013).

Other authors (e.g., Milton & Meara, 1995; Regan, 1995) have opted to implement pre/
post-test designs which allow for inferential statistical analysis to be undertaken. The lack of 
a counterfactual group means any change identified cannot be attributed to the intervention 
itself but can indicate how participants develop during the SA period (although this could be 
due to confounders). A pre/post-test design was generally utilised in earlier dated studies.

Alternatively, a cross-sectional design has been implemented by some authors (e.g., 
Howard, 2005, 2008). Such a design measures attainment at one point in time, serving as 
an efficient, less intensive data collection design. Given that ability is examined only once, 
change cannot be captured, nor can a cross-sectional design derive causality.

An overview of the European landscape

Improvements in oral fluency have been consistent regardless of the length of stay or the 
learner’s respective L1 or L2. Here, learners typically demonstrate an enhanced ability to 

TA B L E  2   Inclusion/exclusion criteria

Included Excluded

Topic: Study abroad, including affiliated organisations such as the 
British Council

Topic: Non-study abroad related 
interventions

Date: No time restriction Date: -

Publication status: All published and unpublished material which is 
in the public domain

Publication status: -

Study design Study design

Non-ERASMUS: Any study design where there is a control or 
comparison group—RCT (individual and cluster); quasi-
experiment (interrupted/control time-series designs, control 
group post-test only, control group pre/post-test)

Non-ERASMUS: Case-study designs; 
designs with only post-test and no 
control group; basic time-series 
designs. Review articles and non-
empirical literature

ERASMUS: All aforementioned designs AND pre-experimental 
designs (e.g., pre/post-test with no control group)

ERASMUS: Case-study designs; 
designs with only post-test and no 
control group. Review articles and 
non-empirical literature

Participants: Undergraduate students undertaking a study abroad 
as part of their academic degree studies. Control students must 
be a comparable group (e.g., matched comparisons at pre-test) 
and hold characteristic similarities to those who go abroad at 
pre-test

Participants: Non-academic learners 
or are under the age of 18

Intervention: Studies which include a study abroad which is longer 
than five weeks in length

Intervention: Does not have a study 
abroad component. A length of 
stay five weeks or less

Outcomes: Studies where learners are measured at post-test 
on any linguistic skill and their relevant skill outcome, e.g., 
speaking, writing, reading, listening, pragmatics. This can be 
measured through a multitude of instruments—for example, 
length of utterances, length of prose, speech/written accuracy/
fluency, reading score, listening score, grammatical score. The 
outcome must be objective (i.e., not self-report)

Outcomes: Measures not looking at 
linguistic gain, e.g., intercultural 
competency

Outcomes which are self-rated/
perceived change, e.g., on a scale 
of 1–10, how much do you believe 
you have improved?
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process language and its physical manifestations, with oral fluency typically being meas-
ured using role-play activities (e.g., Juan-Garau, 2014), picture-based tasks (Llanes et al., 
2012) or interviews (Valls-Ferrer & Mora, 2014). Similarly, oral accuracy has tended to dem-
onstrate significant improvement over time, regardless of the length of stay (Juan-Garau, 
2014), suggesting that learners return home making fewer errors in their speech compared 
to remaining AH. Regarding pronunciation, evidence generally indicates that a period abroad 
has little benefit to improving foreign accent (e.g., Avello, 2014) although pronunciation ac-
curacy after a period abroad was found to be significantly greater (e.g., Avello et al., 2012). 
As a skill, pronunciation has been explored to a lesser extent than fluency and accuracy.

Regarding writing, sojourning appears to have a positive effect on both fluency and accu-
racy. Learners typically return home with an increased ability to produce more content and 
make fewer errors (e.g., Mitchell et al., 2017). When compared to oral skills, writing ability 
tends to improve at a slower rate (Serrano et al., 2012), and is perhaps reflective of the more 
limited opportunities learners receive to write during the period abroad compared to speak-
ing. Findings were also found to be inconclusive regarding the extent to which three months 
is a sufficient length of time to demonstrate change, although such a finding may be borne 
from the use of different measures to ascertain writing ability.

The receptive skills of reading and listening were found to be understudied compared to 
the above productive skills. Indeed, no European study was identified as examining reading 
skill change. Nevertheless, regarding listening, the results appeared promising with Beattie 
et al. (2014) finding listening skills to significantly improve while abroad compared to being 
at home.

Similarly, studies have indicated both active and receptive vocabularies to significantly 
grow during a period abroad, suggesting that learners return home with a significantly in-
creased ability to both comprehend a word and actively use it in its correct context (Ife 
et al., 2000; Milton & Meara, 1995). Grammatical skills have, on the other hand, demon-
strated more mixed evidence and improvements are more nuanced to the grammatical as-
pect under study. For example, Edmonds and Gudmestad (2018) found target-like rates of 
gender markings to significantly increase across the duration of the year abroad, whereas 
Howard (2008) found learners demonstrated little improvement over a stay-at-home coun-
terfactual group when using the subjunctive in spoken French. Regarding grammar, it can 
perhaps be argued that the skills acquired later by native L1 speakers are those which prove 
most troublesome for L2 learners and require an extended stay of longer than a year to drive 
forward change.

Only one study was identified as focusing on pragmatics (Barron, 2019). Here, it was 
found that a sojourn had both positive and negative consequences on pragmatic develop-
ment. Exploring the specific feature of apologies, Barron (2019) demonstrated the use of 
some apologies to remain stable throughout the year, some to increase in their usage and 
some to decrease. Barron (2019, p. 13) described the findings as being ‘complex’ and ‘non-
homogeneous’, although more research is required to form stronger conclusions.

Lastly, European studies have generally found a period abroad to significantly improve a 
learner’s general proficiency (Hessel, 2016; Rees & Klapper, 2007), as typically measured 
through means of a C-test. As a caveat, however, these gains have been subject to substan-
tial individual differences, suggesting gains to be non-homogeneous and dependent on a 
number of factors, often outside the remit of the study itself. This research has also tended 
to indicate that the most substantial gains are seen in the first three months of the study 
abroad period and that the rate of the gain slows, the longer an individual is abroad. This has 
subsequently led to questions regarding the extent to which long-term study abroad stays 
are beneficial to linguistic development.

In sum, European studies have tended to demonstrate that a period abroad can poten-
tially facilitate and foster linguistic change, particularly in the domains of oral ability and 
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general proficiency. This is generally in line with findings outside of Europe, most pertinently 
the United States (US), indicating that despite often substantial differences in the learners’ 
characteristics, the findings of US-orientated studies are somewhat generalisable to the 
European context. However, regardless of the extent of change, the literature described 
above cannot, due to limitations in study design, causally attribute the change identified 
to the sojourn experience itself. This has typically been a weakness of studies included in 
narrative reviews, and as such this new systematic review provides an in-depth synthesis of 
literature that has the potential to infer causality in respect of the intervention and outcome.

F I G U R E  1   PRISMA flow-diagram from: Moher et al. (2009)
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Attention is now given to the seven publications in this systematic review which employed 
a counterfactual comparison (i.e., stay-at-home) group, and in doing so allowed for stronger 
causal inferences to be made regarding the extent to which study abroad can account for 
proficiency changes witnessed.

Study characteristics

The key characteristics of the six studies (seven publications) included in the in-depth review 
are shown in Table 3. Of these, four (Hessel, 2016; Hessel & Vanderplank, 2018; Llanes & 
Muñoz, 2013; Serrano et al., 2011) investigated the research question using a European sam-
ple while three (Jochum, 2014; Li, 2014; Segalowitz & Freed, 2004) investigated the question 
using North American undergraduates. Four studies (Hessel, 2016; Hessel & Vanderplank, 
2018; Llanes & Muñoz, 2013; Serrano et al., 2011) explored changes in L2 English; two stud-
ies investigated change (Jochum, 2014; Segalowitz & Freed, 2004) in learners of Spanish 
and one study (Li, 2014) focused on L2 Chinese learners. In line with the review's research 
question, the seven publications covered a broad range of linguistic constructs, as shown 
in Table 4.

Study quality

All of the included studies met a minimum standard of rigour which warranted causal infer-
ence. Most pertinently, all included studies explored linguistic ability in both a treatment 
group (i.e., SA group) and a comparison group (i.e., AH group), in which pre-test proficiency 
equivalence was met. Table 5 presents the methodological quality of each study from which 
the validity of conclusions was drawn. Each included study is limited by the potential of self-
selection bias introduced due to the lack of randomisation to form intervention and control 
groups. As aforementioned, this limitation is borne out of the perception of moral and ethi-
cal issues posed by randomly allocating learners to either the SA or AH grouping. In the 
four European-based studies (Hessel, 2016; Hessel & Vanderplank, 2018; Llanes & Muñoz, 
2013; Serrano et al., 2011), it is known that the SA group was formed by individuals who 
had gained a scholarship or were successful in applying for the programme. In the North 
American articles, however, it is unclear how participants may have differed in each group. 
Only one study (Hessel, 2016) explored attrition, although it is unclear how those who left 
were different to those who remained (e.g., in terms of pre-attainment). No study had pre-
specified outcomes.

TA B L E  4   In-depth studies organised by study outcome

Outcome No. Author(s)

Oral 4 Llanes and Muñoz (2013); Jochum (2014); Segalowitz and Freed (2004); 
Serrano et al. (2011)

Writing 2 Llanes and Muñoz (2013); Serrano et al. (2011)

Reading 1 Li (2014)

Grammar 2 Llanes and Muñoz (2013); Serrano et al. (2011)

Vocabulary 2 Llanes and Muñoz (2013); Serrano et al. (2011)

General proficiency 3 Hessel (2016); Hessel and Vanderplank (2018); Li (2014)
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NARRATIVE SYNTHESIS

The narrative synthesis presents the findings and quality appraisal of the studies selected 
for the in-depth review. Due to the homogeneity of the intervention focus, studies are pre-
sented in relation to the linguistic outcome they studied.

Findings by linguistic outcome

Oral

General oral proficiency
Two studies (Jochum, 2014; Segalowitz & Freed, 2004) evaluated the impact of sojourning 
on general oral proficiency. Both studies operationalised oral proficiency through means 
of the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI), while Segalowitz and Freed (2004) also measured 
the total number of words spoken (Total), duration of speech (Duration) and longest turn of 
spoken language (Turn) during an extract of speech. The results of both studies indicated 
general oral proficiency to develop as a direct effect of the sojourning experience. Jochum 
(2014) found the nine sojourners scored higher at post-test than the nine non-sojourners 
(d = 0.56), while there was an improvement in those who studied abroad (d = 0.98), but not in 
those who remained in domestic instruction (d = 0.55). The findings of this paper are limited 
in their reliability and validity, given the small sample. Similarly, Segalowitz and Freed (2004) 
found a pre/post-test difference in OPI scores for the SA group, but not for those AH. There 
were, however, substantial individual differences in the extent of this change. For example, 
in the SA group, 12 students improved, but 10 did not. The total number of words and dura-
tion of speech appeared unaffected by a period abroad. From a methodological perspective, 
this study is of higher quality than Jochum's (2014) study and shows promising evidence that 
sojourning can have a positive impact on particular oral components.

Oral fluency
Three studies evaluated whether sojourning facilitated oral fluency development (Llanes & 
Muñoz, 2013; Segalowitz & Freed, 2004; Serrano et al., 2011). Oral fluency is typically con-
cerned with capturing the communicative competencies of a learner and can be measured 
through a multitude of constructs including speech rate, pause frequency and speech repair 
frequency (see Tullock & Ortega, 2018). Llanes and Muñoz (2013) and Serrano et al. (2011) 
did so through means of pruned syllables per minute, exploring change over one semester in 
L1 speaking Catalan learners of English. Segalowitz and Freed (2004) captured a number of 
domains of oral fluency (rate, hesitation-free, filler-free and fluent run) during one semester 
in 40 participants who were L2 Spanish speakers. The results of these three studies were all 
somewhat similar. Llanes and Muñoz (2013)2 found SA adults became more fluent across 
time (d = 0.77), whereas no change was seen in the AH learners (d = 0.10). Segalowitz 
and Freed (2004) concluded that sojourning facilitated oral fluency development more than 
remaining at home. These studies were of moderate methodological quality and as such 
indicate promising evidence that sojourning can enhance oral fluency.

Oral accuracy
Two studies investigated the influence of SA on oral accuracy development (Llanes & Muñoz, 
2013; Serrano et al., 2011), measuring accuracy by the number of errors per t-unit. Llanes 
and Muñoz (2013) found no learner demonstrated change over the semester (SA adults: 
d = 0.15; AH adults: d = 0.24).
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In evaluation of the studies previously discussed, all are limited by small sample sizes 
and, as such, there is a high possibility of a Type II error (i.e., accepting an effect exists, 
when in reality an effect does not exist) in each study. Jochum (2014) employed the smallest 
sample size (n = 18), while Llanes and Muñoz had the largest (n = 66). Jochum (2014) ac-
knowledged the small size, stating the reason stemmed from a lack of uptake in the sojourn-
ing programme. The study is further limited by the delayed testing procedure. Individuals 
were measured up to six weeks after departure abroad, and up to six weeks before arrival 
home. It is as such questionable whether the scores achieved are truly representative of 
the ability prior to departure abroad and return home. Given such limitations, this study was 
evaluated to be of limited quality. Segalowitz and Freed (2004) analysed a larger sample 
(n = 40); however, their study is limited by the presence of a known confounding variable. 
Sojourners participated in three language courses per week compared to only one for non-
sojourners. Consequently, it cannot be ruled out that the effects found were as a result of the 
extra formal instruction, and not due to a treatment effect. As such, this study can be consid-
ered of moderate quality. Similarly, the study by Llanes and Muñoz (2013) was considered to 
be of moderate quality. Serrano et al.'s (2011) study was limited by a possible practice effect 
because two control groups were used. Those in the treatment group (SA) undertook the 
post-test twice with roughly a six-week gap. As such, the results may be skewed by a task 
repetition effect favouring performance in sojourners. As a result, this study may be consid-
ered of limited to moderate quality.

In sum, there were relatively uniform improvements in oral fluency indicating a direct 
effect of sojourning on facilitating the improvement in oral fluency. Similarly, general oral 
proficiency as measured by the OPI indicated that those who completed a SA became more 
proficient than those who remained AH. For oral accuracy, the results were more mixed 
and inconclusive. Indeed, the included studies indicated that sojourning had little effect on 
development and a period of one semester may be an insufficient length of time to witness 
a large change.

Writing

Writing fluency
Two studies (Llanes & Muñoz, 2013; Serrano et al., 2011) evaluated the impact of sojourn-
ing on writing fluency over one semester as a result of learning context. In each, written 
fluency was operationalised by words per t-unit. Serrano et al. (2011) found sojourners to 
score higher at post-test than non-sojourners. Conversely, Llanes and Muñoz (2013) found 
AH adults made higher gains than SA adults. Similarly, the average adult learner in each of 
the learning contexts did not improve over time (SA adults: d = 0.26; AH adults: d = 0.24).

Writing accuracy
Two studies (Llanes & Muñoz, 2013; Serrano et al., 2011) also investigated the role of learn-
ing context in facilitating writing accuracy. Both studies found no evidence to suggest that a 
sojourn of three months had a direct effect on developing written accuracy. In each study, 
sojourners were not more proficient in this domain at post-test than those who stayed at 
home.

In sum, there is evidence to indicate that sojourning can have a facilitative effect on 
writing fluency, but not writing accuracy. The methodological quality of both studies was 
considered as moderate but further evidence is required to affirmatively conclude the extent 
to which sojourning benefits writing development.
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Reading

One study evaluated the impact of sojourning on the development of reading ability. Li (2014) 
explored changes in reading ability over eight weeks in 73 L2 learners of Chinese who were 
split into three groups according to proficiency. While the sample sizes were fairly balanced 
across the three proficiency bands, they were small in scale ranging from 9 to 15 students. 
Reading ability was captured using a 10-item multiple-choice reading comprehension meas-
ure. Sojourners scored higher at post-test on average than non-sojourners. Further simple 
main effect analysis was conducted on the proficiency banding, finding only intermediate 
sojourners to score higher than their non-sojourning peers at post-test. However, this study 
can be considered of limited quality due to the instrument used. Ceiling effects were present 
in each learning context and proficiency band at pre-test, with pre-test scores ranging be-
tween 9.12 and 9.51 out of 10. Such scores indicate that the reading measure may not have 
been sensitive enough to capture actual reading ability and suggests the measure was too 
easy for learners. In light of this finding, we cannot have confidence in this finding and more 
robust evidence is required to ascertain whether the SA context facilitates reading develop-
ment more than remaining AH.

Vocabulary

Two included studies (Llanes & Muñoz, 2013; Serrano et al., 2011) explored whether sojourn-
ing aids vocabulary development as operationalised by Giraud's Index of Lexical Richness. 
This measure is designed to capture and quantify the extent to which a user is using a varied 
and large vocabulary (Laufer & Nation, 1995). Both studies explored lexical complexity in 
both learners' oral and written compositions.

Regarding oral lexical complexity, the findings were mixed. Serrano et al. (2011) found 
sojourners to score higher at post-test than non-sojourners. Although Llanes and Muñoz 
(2013) demonstrated no adult sufficiently improved over time in either learning context (SA 
adults: d = 0.35; AH adults: d = 0.31), the analysis did indicate that SA adults made greater 
gains than AH adults. Concerning lexical complexity in writing, Serrano et al. (2011) found 
an effect between learning context and time. Sojourners were found to obtain higher scores 
in written lexical complexity than non-sojourners at post-test. Conversely, Llanes and Muñoz 
(2013) found AH adults to score higher at post-test (d = 0.89) while SA adults displayed a 
moderate change (d = 0.39).

In evaluation of both studies, the evidence may be considered of moderate strength, 
suggesting promising evidence that sojourning can foster positive vocabulary growth. 
Nevertheless, there is a reliance on one measure of vocabulary, namely that of lexical rich-
ness, and such an instrument may under- or over-represent the construct of vocabulary.

Syntactic complexity

Two studies (Llanes & Muñoz, 2013; Serrano et al., 2011) investigated changes in syntac-
tic complexity as result of a SA experience compared to AH. Syntactic complexity refers 
to the range and sophistication of syntactic structure employed in speech or writing, and 
each study was measured by clauses per t-unit. Concerning the domain of speaking, both 
studies found effects indicating sojourning to have little benefit on oral syntactic complexity. 
Regarding writing, Serrano et al. (2011) found an effect at post-test. Similarly, Llanes and 
Muñoz (2013) indicated that the average SA and AH learner did not show an improvement 
over time (SA adults: d = 0.01; AH adults: d = 0.17).
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On the whole, the available evidence points towards sojourning having little facilitative 
effect on the development of syntactic complexity in both oral and writing domains. Similar 
to that of vocabulary, criticism may be levied at having only one measurement of syntactic 
complexity (i.e., clauses per t-unit), and consequently may be an imprecise measurement of 
syntactic complexity, given the multitude of ways the outcome can be operationalised.

General proficiency

Two studies (three articles) investigated the role of sojourning on the development of general 
proficiency (Hessel, 2016; Hessel & Vanderplank, 2018; Li, 2014). Two of these studies oper-
ationalised general proficiency through means of a C-test while Li (2014) used a specifically 
designed proficiency tool comprising five sections including listening, grammar and transla-
tion. Hessel (2016) and Hessel and Vanderplank (2018) explored change in three groups. 
The first represented short-term sojourners who spent one semester abroad (n = 44); the 
second represented long-term sojourners, who spent the academic year abroad (n = 52), 
while the third group represented the stay-at-home control group (n = 40). The results of 
Hessel (2016) and Hessel and Vanderplank (2018) indicated that during the first semester, 
both short-term (d = 0.60) and long-term sojourners (d = 0.55) made gains over the first three 
months. For AH students an improvement was also found (d = 0.12). When comparing learn-
ing contexts, the regression analysis showed learning context to be a significant predictor 
of proficiency gain, in which short-term sojourners improved by 6.50 marks more than those 
AH, while long-term sojourners improved by 6.24 marks over those AH on average. When 
exploring the subsequent six months, Hessel (2016) and Hessel and Vanderplank (2018) 
found long-term sojourners to improve (d = 0.45), together with non-sojourners (d = 0.17). 
When comparing gain scores, the regression analysis indicated that learning context no 
longer predicted L2 proficiency development. Inferring causality from the study is strength-
ened because the authors controlled for a range of possible confounding variables in their 
regression analysis, including pre-test proficiency and learner characteristics. Regarding Li 
(2014), sojourners, on the whole, scored higher at post-test compared to non-sojourners. 
When simple main effects were run regarding proficiency banding, a difference was found 
for intermediate and advanced learners, but not for beginners. In evaluation of the afore-
mentioned studies, Hessel (2016) and Hessel and Vanderplank (2018) studies were judged 
to be of high quality as they controlled for a number of confounding variables, including 
pre-test proficiency enabling for stronger causal inference. While the sample size was not 
large enough to detect small effects, a limitation noted by Hessel (2016), the sample was the 
largest of the included studies, with participants from a range of institutions across Germany, 
increasing the generalisability of findings. Li (2014), on the other hand, described the sam-
ple as originating from a prestigious institution which, despite the ambiguity, minimised the 
generalisability of findings to other, less prestigious institutions.

From a methodological perspective, the domain of general proficiency has been most 
robustly evaluated and evidenced, given the study designs implemented. Given this, the 
strongest causal inference may be made pertaining to the notion that SA does enhance 
general proficiency.

DISCUSSION

This review has evaluated the efficacy of SA on facilitating L2 acquisition in undergraduate 
language learners compared to remaining at home. The review identified six studies, all of 
which were QEDs, and demonstrated L2 proficiency pre-test equivalence. This low number 
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is perhaps indicative of the ‘poor state of affairs in quantitative SA research’ (p. 3) as de-
scribed by Sanz and Morales-Front (2018) and is in line with the limited number of studies 
(n = 11) found by Yang (2016).

The review is, to the best of our knowledge, the first to employ the SWiM guidelines in 
educational research, and the first systematic synthesis to be conducted in the field of SLA. 
Typically, scholars have previously undertaken narrative reviews which lack the rigour and 
limitation of bias in a systematic review design. This systematic review uses transparent and 
replicable methods. Author bias can impact both the selection of studies included (e.g., only 
those known to the authors), and preconceived knowledge can bias the interpretation of the 
results presented in the review (Mallett et al., 2012).

Linguistic aspect under study

This review had indicated that the most reliable evidence of causal claim concerns the SA 
facilitating growth in oral fluency and general proficiency given the moderate-to-high qual-
ity studies included in these domains. Regarding oral fluency, the significant gains in ability 
would indicate that learners, at least in the included studies, are afforded opportunities to 
converse in the L2 and that learners return home more confident in their speech as a re-
sult of living in the host community. The observed gain in general proficiency may be less 
conducive to clear explanation but does indicate that sojourning facilitates skill acquisition. 
In line with the Skill Acquisition Theory, closely aligned to the Adaptive Control of Thought 
model (Anderson, 1982), it is posited that an experience abroad facilitates the rate at which 
procedural knowledge becomes automatised. This process occurs through repeated prac-
tice and may once again reflect the notion that language learners should be afforded more 
opportunities to practise the L2 than those in a classroom setting.

Conversely, the findings indicated sojourning to have little benefit on the development of 
writing, reading and grammar. Reasons for this may be manifold, including the amount of 
time spent practising the relevant skill, non-correction of incorrect linguistic forms by native 
L2 speakers leading to fossilised errors and influence of dialect on the acquisition of requir-
ing non-standard linguistic forms (DeKeyser, 2007), although no such claims are suggested 
by this review.

The findings discussed here corroborate much of the available literature, both primary 
and secondary (e.g., Llanes, 2011; Mitchell et al., 2017). The originality of this review comes 
in the methodological approaches undertaken; the review has challenged and corroborated 
previous findings using an open, transparent and systematic design.

The European perspective

This review is timely and relevant, for it reflects the burgeoning literature that has focused on 
a European sample in the last two decades. European studies have focused on a range of 
linguistic outcomes and have done so by employing a range of study designs. The findings 
are in line with those studies that have employed a counterfactual comparison group, in sug-
gesting that sojourning within Europe is particularly beneficial in developing oral fluency and 
general proficiency. Although the prevalence of American-based literature has often been 
considered an issue for European readers, these findings suggest that the broader literature 
base may be generalisable to the European reader and should not be overlooked.
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The significance of this review to practitioners and learners

Both empirical and anecdotal evidence has consistently shown learners to be disappointed 
and disillusioned by the perceived lack of development in their linguistic abilities and skills, 
suggesting that at pre-departure, learners' expectations are too high (Mendelson, 2004). 
This review can be used by practitioners, for example in pre-departure workshops, to inform 
learners on how they may expect their proficiency to change. It can help move practition-
ers away from using terms such as ‘fluent’ or ‘native speaker’ to describe progress, terms 
which may only inflate learners' expectations. From a learner’s perspective, this review can 
hopefully dispel the general assumption that SA delivers linguistic growth by default (Hessel, 
2016). Developing realistic expectations in learners is important because they can be a 
determining factor in how the experience is perceived by the learner (Wilkinson, 1998). As 
such, this review can facilitate these for both learner and practitioner alike.

The significance of this review to policy

Policy should be informed by evidence-based decision making. This review demonstrates 
the need for policy to support students in completing a SA for it can have demonstrable im-
pact on their language proficiency development. The introduction of the Alan Turing scheme 
by the UK government and the continuation of ERASMUS+ is welcomed and suggests that 
policy makers continue to see the benefit sojourning can have on learners.

Moreover, the in-depth review has indicated the potential of short-term sojourning (one se-
mester) on linguistic proficiency, particularly that of oral fluency (Llanes & Muñoz, 2013; 
Segalowitz & Freed, 2004; Serrano et al., 2011). A perceived barrier to SA participation has 
been the requirement to extend one's academic studies, subsequently delaying graduation, 
and increasing costs associated with study (Kim & Goldstein, 2005). Consequently, if the 
goal of the learner is to become communicatively competent, policy makers may well be 
advised to be flexible in their approach of structuring SA programmes.

Strengths and limitations

A strength of this review is that it has aimed to tackle a broad and diverse field in a system-
atic way and in doing so has included studies of both European and non-European popula-
tions. As a result, this review has attempted to tackle the issues regarding the heterogeneity 
of studies selected in past reviews, resulting in at times contradictory findings. Nonetheless, 
the review is limited by the overall small samples found in the studies included, ranging 
from 18 (Jochum, 2014) to 143 (Hessel, 2016). The observed small samples have also been 
criticised in other works (e.g., Sanz & Morales-Front, 2018). Moreover, the lack of any extant 
randomised controlled trial (RCT) to include in the review means that ultimately, determining 
strong causal effect from the review is extremely difficult, and the results should be used as 
a general guideline when exploring whether study abroad facilitates linguistic gain. A further 
potential limitation is the specific focus given to research that has focused on between-group 
differences. While it is was not feasible to discuss the notion of within-person differences 
or the factors which may contribute to accounting for individual differences in gain seen by 
learners abroad, it should be acknowledged that past literature (e.g., Baker-Smemoe et al., 
2014) has explored this, finding that variables (e.g., cultural sensitivity and social networking) 
could influence the extent to which an individual improves while abroad.
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CONCLUSIONS
To conclude, this systematic review has demonstrated that sojourning can have a positive 
impact on linguistic ability and should, within reason, continue to be seen as a catalyst for 
language development. However, it must be noted that the extent to which sojourning ben-
efits language development appears dependent on linguistic outcome. Given the methodo-
logical quality of the included studies, the domains of oral fluency and general proficiency 
demonstrated the largest gains which could be directly attributed to the learning context. 
Given the paucity of studies that met the full inclusion criteria, the generalisability of our 
conclusions is undoubtedly weakened but provides further insights into the impact of SA 
on language change. As aforementioned in the introduction, for many, the goal of SA is 
to improve their linguistic competencies, with this review demonstrating that a short stay 
(~1 semester) is sufficient if this goal relates to the domain of fluency. In sum, the review 
has systematically evaluated the existing literature in relation to the extent to which sojourn-
ing facilitates language acquisition, both in Europe and beyond. In doing so, it is hoped that 
this review can better inform practitioners and students alike to set realistic expectations of 
linguistic change abroad and continue to question whether SA programmes achieve what 
they ultimately set out to achieve.
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