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Rethinking the Meaning of Study Abroad 
Programs: The Learning Experiences of Two 

Female Gambian Students in Taiwan  
Virginie Marc 

College of Education 
National Taiwan Normal University, Taiwan 

marcvirginie12@gmail.com 

Abstract 
This paper is an ethnographic effort which examines the effects of oppression and social inequality 
on the learning experiences of foreign students in Taiwan, focusing on two female Gambian 
students. The theoretical frameworks utilized to interpret the learning experiences of these foreign 
students in Taiwan include Freire’s critical pedagogy, critical travel pedagogy, global citizenship, 
and experiential learning. Unstructured interviews and observations were selected for data 
collection, and the findings suggest these international students used their learning experiences as 
a tool to transform their lives and their perspectives on the future of Gambian society. The findings 
also show these study abroad experiences raised the students’ consciousness of the social, political, 
and economic disparities between the two nations and led them to act against oppression while 
helping them develop their critical thinking skills and place a high value on intercultural 
understanding. 

Keywords: experiential learning, Freirean perspective, women’s emancipation, global citizenship   

Introduction 

As we live in an interconnected world today, studying abroad effectively educates individuals in 
several ways: developing new perspectives on academic subjects, experiencing real-world issues, 
learning foreign languages, experiencing personal growth and cultural understanding, developing 
valuable career skills (Study Abroad, n. d.), and, last and foremost, awakening personal 
consciousness of one’s world (Freire, 2000a). Studying abroad is not only about preparing oneself 
for academic work; instead, its prime purpose is to experience new social and cultural lifestyles 
(Vijeyavelan, 2012). This experience can facilitate the development of life-changing skills which 
promote personal, intercultural, and professional development. Studying abroad is important for 
students to get a globalized education (Steves, 2012), which enables them to thrive. While studying 
abroad, students can become more aware of the challenges of their own nations and cultures and 
develop an understanding of the role and importance of tolerance and intercultural communication. 
Students who go abroad are expected to acquire not only intercultural communication skills and 
national awareness, but also critical skills, global awareness (Burn, 1980); efficiency in their field 
of study; political, historical, and geographical knowledge of other cultures; and most importantly, 
an understanding of the contemporary international context, its problems, and potential solutions 
(Kauffman, Martin, Weaver, & Weaver, 1992). 
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It is important to clarify what studying abroad entailed in the case of Gambian students studying 
in Taiwan. Bochner, Furnham, and Ward (2001) proposed the terms intercultural contact, 
sojourners, and host cultures, among many more. These three terms were selected for their 
relevance to this study. Put in this context, the two Gambian students were sojourners 
(international students expecting to return home after completing their studies) in Taiwan (the host 
culture), where they met many people and learned many things (intercultural contact). 

This article explored the meaning of a study abroad program for two female Gambian students in 
Taiwan. The exploration process included reviewing the literature, introducing the research 
approaches applied in this study, and then discussing the two participants’ learning experiences in 
Gambia and their emerging learning experiences in Taiwan. This research explored these cases of 
studying abroad using Freire’s (2000a) theory, especially his dialogical theory, which can be 
described as a process of learning and knowing. Freire’s (2000a) political philosophy was used to 
interpret the two Gambian students’ experiences. The study’s aim was to uncover the critical 
consciousness of the need of the current and aspiring students to enter into dialogue with local 
people and other foreigners—where they studied, as a process of learning and knowing. 

Related Studies 

Gemignani (2009) completed research, which focused on gaining an understanding of culture 
learning in studies abroad through the perceptions of international undergraduate students. 
Findings of this study revealed more about understanding the meaning of the study abroad 
experience for students than about understanding culture learning. Additionally, the meaning of 
study abroad involves (a) what students learn, (b) incorporation of the learning experience into 
personal life, and (c) connection with people. Five years later, Rodriguez (2014) completed a 
doctoral dissertation which investigated the perceived impact of graduate counseling students’ 
study abroad activities. Three themes emanated from the findings of this study: (a) adaptability 
and personal growth, (b) becoming aware of diversity, and (b) group process. Both studies found 
students had gone through cultural/social adjustment before meaningful learning experiences took 
place.  This means students studying abroad must be open, ready to get out of their comfort zones 
and manage their frustrations. One of the frustrations the counseling students faced was the 
language barrier. 

Chou (2013) completed research which explored and identified international students’ academic 
and social learning experiences in Taiwanese higher education institutions. Chou surveyed 106 
international students and interviewed 21 faculty members in Taiwan. Chou’s findings revealed 
these international students experienced a variety of learning and social barriers in Taiwanese 
universities. These barriers were: (a) class material comprehension; (b) communication with 
professors, staff members, and peers; and (c) understanding Taiwanese culture and finding 
supportive services on campus. Chou (2013) also listed several factors which affected foreign 
students’ learning experiences, namely: (a) gender, (b) educational level, (c) school, (d) major, (e) 
nationality, and (f) study length.  

Several studies—before and after these three studies cited in this review—reported limited 
language skills as a potential barrier to learning. Chou’s (2013) findings identified language clearly 
while explaining international students’ frustrations related to available English resources, and 
involvement in students’ programs and clubs. Limited language skills can obtrude into peer 
interactions. For decades, many higher education institutions have supported peer interaction to 
address several increasing diversities. These institutions applied the Jigsaw technique (which 
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involves dividing students into groups for class assignments) in order to decrease racial issues 
among students, increase learning and change students’ attitudes about their scholarly abilities 
(Crone & Portillo, 2013). This technique may not be completely successful in Taiwanese higher 
education because, as exemplified in Chou’s (2013) findings, some local students are shy to 
converse with foreign students, especially in English. Study abroad programs hope students benefit 
from peer interactions, but it does not occur naturally as many local and foreign students feel more 
comfortable interacting with their own country mates. Indeed, Fernandez (2006) reported in her 
study that international students felt pressured to interact with only people of their own cultural 
background. However, many institutions and even peers use online interaction to cover the gaps 
of face-to-face interaction. Results of a study conducted by Yang and Chang (2012) indicated 
online peer interaction has a positive effect on student academic achievements.  

Research on study abroad analyzes the experiences of foreign students throughout the study abroad 
program/curriculum, and how these students adjust to fit the new environment and culture. Little 
research reported upon curriculum messages sent by study abroad programs. These messages can 
be seen as a hidden curriculum. The simplest definition of hidden curriculum is the meaningful 
things students learned outside their formal learning. Vallance (1974) labeled it as social control 
function of schooling, whose functions are identified as the inculcation of values, political 
socialization, training in obedience and docility, and the perception of traditional class structure. 
Vallance’s description of hidden curriculum exposed the discrepancies in the formal curriculum 
in American schooling. Killick (2016) argues higher education institutions bring the exposed and 
interrogated hidden curriculum into alignment with the formal curriculum (i.e., when it comes to 
curricula change). Killick’s view on the curriculum messages is they can only conflict with the 
intended curriculum. For instance, when foreign students are affected by group inequalities, seeing 
the other as competitor, the privileging of native speaker language competencies, and holding 
divergent task orientation and goals, there is a lack of formal recognition of the value of positive 
intercultural per se. Killick (2016) suggests these factors can contribute to students’ transformative 
learning as competent, who learns from multi-perspectives and who values viewing the world from 
multiple worldviews.   

The adoption of Chou (2013) and all the studies cited above in this review are necessary to the 
present study in that it assesses one of Taiwan’s most popular trend: presence of international 
students in Taiwanese higher education institutions. This study explored the learning experiences 
of two female Gambian students in Taiwan, but most importantly, it also revealed the meaning of 
study abroad from women’s perspectives. This effort was a milestone because of its ability to echo 
African women pursuing higher education in Taiwan. The challenges international students face 
are not necessarily new; however, these challenges can overwhelm them during the study abroad 
experience. 

Making International Students Into More Engaged Global Citizens 

To understand how students learn from their experiences abroad and what happens during this 
learning process, it is necessary to examine critical travel pedagogy. This pedagogy encourages 
people to participate in and respect each other’s cultures and to take the learning process beyond 
superficial differences and stereotypes (Hanvey, 1979) as students learn new languages, gain 
cross-cultural communication skills, and develop a sense of independence. Critical travel 
pedagogy, thus, has the potential to help students develop critical thinking skills and place high 
value on subjective experiences in intercultural understanding. For the purpose of this article, 
“critical travel pedagogy focuses explicitly on raising critical consciousness about the issues of 
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oppression and social injustice” (Johnstone, 2011, para. 2). Johnstone (2011) introduced this 
theoretical framework to fill the gap of literature between education and the intersection of 
oppression, globalization, and travel. Johnstone’s (2011) theoretical framework stresses 
experiences formed based on a variety of theories including anti-oppressive education (Kumashiro, 
2000), global consciousness (Mansilla & Gardner, 2007), critical theory (Freire, 2000a), 
multicultural education (Nieto, 2004), and teaching compassion (Carson & Johnston, 2001). 
Johnstone (2014) finalized the development of critical travel pedagogy by adding experiential 
learning theory, thus, basing his theory which on six fundamental theories. Johnstone’s (2014) 
contribution is a unique pedagogical approach which study abroad programs can use to developing 
students’ critical consciousness. Johnstone’s (2014) argued in favor of his conceptualization by 
stating this pedagogical approach should inspire participants to change themselves and society.  

Many scholars agree studying abroad has some benefits: international students are likely to learn 
to be more independent and self-reliant, and acquire survival skills to cope with new environments 
(Kauffman et al., 1992). They often undergo personal growth—especially in communication, other 
languages, and a global worldview (Burn, 1980; Kauffman et al., 1992; Ostrand, 1986). However, 
Kauffman et al. (1992) firmly believe studying abroad by itself does not necessarily lead to the 
development of global citizenship or experiential education because not all students studying 
abroad open-mindedly embrace the local culture or appreciate the lifestyles of the host country. 

In reviewing global citizenship theory and the challenge to define it from various perspectives, the 
following sources are relevant: an economic model (Burbules & Torres, 2000; Chomsky, 1998 
Stiglitz, 2002); global, political, and economic changes (Ong, 2004); social (Castells, 1997; 
Touraine, 1988); moral responsibility (Heater, 2002); and supranational political authority and 
political action beyond the nation-state (Heater, 2002). To guide this study, I adopted Ong’s (2004) 
definition focused on global, political, and economic changes. Acquired knowledge, attitudes, and 
skills will empower international students to function in global society and fully integrate into the 
global world as active, responsible citizens to transform their societies (Szelenyi & Rhoads, 2007; 
Banks, 2008). 

However, not everyone has access to global citizenship, not even in its simplest form in Kant’s 
idea that human beings belong to a single moral community (Peters, Blee, & Britton, 2008). A 
world ethic, however, is ineffective because moral values vary among nation-states. International 
education, though, according to Ong (1999), provides a space for the proliferation of a flexible 
citizenship prototype of capitalist accumulation, travel, and persuasive transfer subjects to respond 
fluidly and opportunistically to changing political economic conditions (Szelenyi & Rhoads, 
2007). 

In the theory of learning experience, Dewey (1997) identified two basic principles of experience: 
continuity and interaction. From his perspective, continuity is the concept every experience takes 
a person’s past experiences and employs them in the present and the future. He also believed 
continuity is the constant effort to evaluate whether an experience is instructive or not. 

Every experience is a moving force. Its value can be judged only on the grounds of what it moves forward 
and into. . . . The lack of mutual adaptation made the process of teaching and learning accidental. Those to 
whom the provided conditions were suitable managed to learn. Others got on as best they could. (Dewey, 
1997, p. 18) 

The factor of continuity is intertwined with interaction, or the interplay between individual 
background experiences, or the internal and objective conditions set up by the educator. The 
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educator cannot control students’ backgrounds or the past, only the objective conditions of the 
present. The variables which the students possess make each educational interaction different. 
Traditional education assumes that students meet certain internal and external conditions, and that 
they all interact with the material in the same way. However, “it is then the business of the 
education to see in what direction an experience is heading” (Dewey, 1997, p. 14). 

A third critical element in experiential education is active reflection, which is critical for 
continuity. Stemming from this idea, according to Dewey (1933), reflection denotes examination 
of one’s past experiences to apply knowledge for growth in new experiences. It is the key to 
providing continuity with subsequent interactions and students’ construction of past knowledge 
and experiences. Experience is part of the living process; thus, it occurs continuously, and “we 
have an experience when the material experienced runs its course to fulfilment” (Dewey, 1934, p. 
35). He explained this claim, adding: 

A piece of work is finished in a way that is satisfactory; a problem receives its solution; a game is played 
through; a situation, whether that of eating a meal, playing a game of chess, carrying on a conversation, 
writing a book, or taking part in a political campaign, is so rounded out that its close is a communication and 
not a cessation. (Dewey, 1934, p. 35)  

Enabling Women’s Emancipation Via Critical Thinking Skills  

Women’s marginalization has been a major obstacle to the achievement of fair opportunities within 
many societies. Assertions that women are inferior to men by nature come from patriarchal systems 
maintaining the ideology that male authority and female subordination are naturally designed: a 
context which often disadvantages and oppresses women (Walby, 1986, 1990). Feminist theory 
has challenged the tradition of male supremacy by acknowledging biological gender differences 
and the lack of evidence for a natural patriarchal order and by promoting women’s emancipation 
in society. Moreover, many researchers and philosophers (e.g., Astell and Springborg, 2002; 
Hobbes, 1998; Owen, 1999; Springborg, 2005; Wollstonecraft, 1988) have shown that rational 
thinking and empirical evidence can demonstrate the falsity of these assertions (of male 
supremacy) (Jonasdottir, 1994). 

Furthermore, Freire (2000a) believed in human’s potential to strive and advocate for a critical 
pedagogy that, in his view, leads to the creation of new forms of ethical and political communities. 
Critical consciousness or conscientizacao should be a product of literacy, which is—learning to 
perceive social, political, and economic contradictions, and to act against the oppressive elements 
of reality (Freire, 1970, 2000b). In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire (2000a) explained the link 
between teaching and consciousness-raising as a teaching method for adults. Freire (2000a) not 
only helped peasants become literate by employing critical thinking skills, but also facilitated the 
development of a critical consciousness in them so through social action, they could change the 
social, political, and economic structures of their community together. Freire (2000a)’s perceptions 
of humankind and oppression aid in understanding methods of raising consciousness. According 
to Freire (2000a), there are two conceptions on humankind. One conceives of humans as objects: 
modifiable and adaptable. The second perceives humans as subjects: independent beings capable 
of transcending and re-creating the world. Freire (2000b) argued human beings are not simply 
submerged in the world and cannot be seen as objects; instead, humans are subjects in and with 
the world. Consciousness is determined by socio-economic and political contexts, and cultural 
conditioning through upbringing, education, and religion (Freire, 2000b). This is the context in 
which oppression dehumanizes people, so they follow the social guidelines prescribed by their 

41

Marc: Rethinking the meaning of study abroad programs: The learning experiences of two female Gambian students in Taiwan

Published by Digital Commons @ University of South Florida, 2019



 

 

oppressors (Freire, 2000a). The oppressed, thus, are adapted to a culture of myths, which makes 
them silent (Freire, 2000a); consequently, they need to liberate themselves from their suppressive 
reality. 

Feminist theory claims, in most cultures, male-dominated society has oppressed and marginalized 
women (Jonasdottir, 1994). Chafetz (1988, 1997) described four criteria of feminist theory: (a) it 
should be centered on gender; (b) it views gender relations as characterized by problematic 
inequities, strains, and contradictions; (c) it does not view gender relations as immutable; and (d) 
it serves as an alternative tool to challenge, counteract, or change the status quo which 
disadvantages or devalues women. Flax (1983) viewed feminist theory as intimately related to 
action, providing a foundation for action and denying that theory can be neutral. Feminist theory 
has a steadfast mission to change oppressive social norms and connect abstract beliefs with 
concrete social issues to achieve political action, in particular, challenging misconceptions in 
traditional political theory whose assumptions about women hinder the full achievement of 
equality (Okin, 1979). I believe there must be a social and political commitment to do something 
about women’s situation. Too often, little girls are repeating the social behaviors they have learned 
directly or indirectly from their families and/or communities. It is my stand that women’s situation 
must be socially and politically handled. Historians have observed that the women’s rights 
movement has changed traditional understandings of certain expectations of social institutions, 
such as marriage, education, property ownership, professional ambitions, and political 
involvements (Lemak & Hopkins-Benton, 2017; Lindsey, 2015; Wyrod, 2008).  

The feminist movement has been successful and extended beyond Europe and the United States to 
the situation of women in African countries. I, therefore, hope to draw readers’ attention to the 
conscious awakened, especially regarding the situation of Gambian women as represented by the 
two female participants in this study. Researchers often use the terms feminist movement and 
women’s emancipation interchangeably and define them as organized efforts by women to achieve 
legal and political equality (Evans, 1977; Offen, 1988). The term feminism is both controversial 
and broad, because it includes different views on women, motherhood, and men’s engagement in 
the cause of women’s emancipation (Offen, 1988). 

General Background of Learning Experiences in Gambia 

Gambian students face great educational challenges due to the high cost of tuition. Gambian 
government only provides five years of free education through elementary school. Consequently, 
many students withdraw from school early due to monetary difficulties, failure to pass 
standardized exams, and disillusionment about the value of education—given the lack of jobs in 
the nation (Access Gambia, 2013a). Historically, boys are more likely to finish school than girls 
due to religious beliefs and cultural traditions (Touray, 2006). However, due to foreign influence 
and feminist movements, more girls are enrolling into schools and are pursuing higher education 
today. As a huge progress on gender parity in enrollment under the initiative of National Education 
for All (EFA), Gambia National Commission for UNESCO has reported an increase in the number 
of girls who were enrolled in both basic and secondary education from 1999 to 2014. For instance, 
the review revealed a significant increase in the net enrolment ratio of Gambian girls—from 55.4 
% in 1999 to 80.6 % in 2014 (Republic of Gambia, 2015). 

At the university or tertiary level, students face the same financial difficulties and only those who 
can afford the tuition fees attend these institutions. The University of Gambia, the nation’s only 
university, has limited resources, such as slow Internet connection and some useful books—mostly 
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donated by overseas universities, many of which are outdated (Access Gambia, 2013b). 
Consequently, Gambian students often seek opportunities to study abroad. The United Kingdom 
is the most preferred destination for overseas learning experience for Gambian students.  

Taiwan provides scholarships as a government strategy to attract foreign students to its universities 
(Chou, Roberts, & Ching, 2012), and among Taiwan’s African allies, Gambia is the biggest 
beneficiary of the program due to the country’s strong diplomatic relations (Jawneh, 2013). (Note: 
this study was already underway when Gambia broke off diplomatic relations with Taiwan in 
November 2013.) These good diplomatic relations can be understood as such: Gambia plays an 
active role in international affairs, especially West African and Islamic affairs (Bureau of African 
Affairs, 2013). Aware of the importance of education and occupational training, Taiwan is 
committed to strengthening its diplomatic allies’ development of human resources through a win–
win scenario: effective, specialized bilateral aid programs (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic 
of China, Taiwan, 2012). 

Two hundred Gambian students studied in Taiwan in 2011 (Jawneh, 2011). Gambian students 
receive four categories of scholarships from Taiwan: International Cooperation Development Fund 
(ICDF), Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Gambia–Taiwan Cooperation, and university scholarships. 
These students acquire skills in many fields including agriculture, petroleum, medicine, 
architecture, engineering, and human resources; they stay in Taiwan for two to five years to 
complete their studies, depending on their level (undergraduate or graduate). Many Gambian 
students with whom I am personally acquainted have assurances of jobs in Gambia or expect the 
government to provide employment for them as it plans to absorb them into the system. 

Oppression of Women in Gambia 

Oppression of women in Gambia manifests in various social, political, and economic forms, in 
particular, female genital mutilation (FGM). It is difficult to discuss the oppression of women in 
Gambia without also discussing FGM. The latter is a prevalent non-medical practice that 
jeopardizes the health, sexuality, and life of Gambian women. Gambian women who have 
undergone FGM are more vulnerable to bacterial vaginosis and herpes simplex 2. Gambian law 
does not protect girls from any form of FGM (clitoridectomy and/or excision), and the political 
will to stop it is weak in the face of the argument that the practice is an important cultural symbol 
(Touray, 2006).  

Among other forms of repression, “girl children suffer early discrimination in terms of education 
and socialization/sexualization, while their mothers’ sexual options are also circumscribed by the 
sex of their babies” (Touray, 2006, p. 78). Many girls withdraw from school due to early marriage, 
which is viewed as a highly honorable and dignified practice (Touray, 2006). The fear of unwanted 
pregnancy is also a frequent argument for early marriage in Gambia, although early male sexual 
indulgence is rarely questioned (Touray, 2006). Women’s own views on their needs and rights are 
ignored as if they are unimportant. 

Researcher’s Positionality 

Being an international student myself during the time of this study, researching the meaning of 
study abroad through the learning experiences of two Gambian students was a reflective endeavor. 
Thus, it made me an insider researcher. However, as a woman, I lack understanding of (a) what it 
is like to be a wife and mother who is from a patriarchal society, and (b) how such a woman 
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experiences her study abroad. The intention was to understand more about what such a woman 
experienced, what study abroad meant to her, and most importantly, how she describes her learning 
experiences.  

Furthermore, concerning position as both a researcher and a friend am aware that although, on one 
hand, relationship with the participants can be seen as a cause for compromise on my 
professionalism and impartiality, on the other hand, it strengthens my research by providing access 
to more information and flexible interview times with the two participants. Therefore, these criteria 
allowed me to observe and communicate with the participants in a more frequent and effective 
manner.    

However, as mentioned, it hinders my professionalism. For instance, even the invitation to the 
interviews was sent formally through emails. However, further explanations on the interviews used 
Facebook text messages. It also limited my research by making it difficult to ask pertinent and 
sensitive questions which the participants may not have been comfortable answering. These 
challenges were mitigated during the research process by reaffirming the purpose of the study and 
my role as researcher, and by double checking meanings with the participants. Considering the 
cultural, educational, and socioeconomic challenges in Gambia and the challenges facing these 
students while abroad in Taiwan; as well as the limitations of my positionality as an international 
student, a qualitative research study was conducted using the following research question: “to what 
extent do the learning experiences in Taiwan help these students contribute to the social 
transformation of the Republic of Gambia?” Additionally, the theoretical framework for this study 
involves four theories, enabling interpretation of the interview data collected. These theories 
include: Freire’s (2000a, 2000b) critical pedagogy, critical travel pedagogy, global citizenship, and 
experiential learning.  

Methods 

Research Design and Procedures 

Given the study’s exploratory nature, the methods were based on interviews and observations. 
Unstructured interviews were conducted (i.e., audio recorded and transcribed) to explore the two 
international female students’ learning experiences and to understand how these experiences 
transformed them. In some ways, the interviews were very similar to conversations (Burgess, 
1984). Unstructured observations were also conducted (naturally and interruptedly) to determine 
how the two Gambian female students interacted and behaved in the environments.  Accordingly, 
the interview questions focused on learning experiences, cultural differences, culture adjustment, 
consciousness awakening, and emancipation. Data were collected to understand the participants’ 
experiences, avoiding the use of ordinal values (Nkwi, Nyamongo, & Ryan, 2001). Furthermore, 
sources of data included official websites and reports, books, scientific journals, and conference 
articles. 

The purpose of the paper is to examine the effects of oppression and social inequality with the 
intention to stimulate critical thinking among local and international students and faculty members 
in Taiwan. Here, critical thinking refers to the ability to offer evidence and reason for positions 
(i.e., judgement skills and application to problems and issues). International students refer to all 
students participating in education abroad.  
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Participants 

The research participants were two Gambian female students. They were selected due to their 
willingness to talk about their learning experiences and their awareness of the environment in 
which they lived. Both students were enrolled in a two-year master’s program in one of Taiwan’s 
elite universities during the 2012–2013 academic year. The master’s study required the two women 
to leave their families entirely to come to Taiwan. These two women were relevant to the study’s 
aims due to their experiences as mothers, employees, and Gambian foreign students. 

Selection was undertaken informally after being aware of the participants’ characteristics, and 
invitations to participate in the study were sent via email. There were three reasons for the sample 
size of two: (a) the study method was qualitative, so n = 2 was appropriate; (b) the sample was 
convenient; and (c) the intent was to study women’s experiences.  

Data Collection 

The study period consisted of seven months of observations and interviews from March to 
September 2013. There were five interviews and three observations over the course of this study. 
During that time, the participants were observed every day; so, it was difficult to pick one specific 
area to observe. They were observed mainly at the dormitory. The data collection was convenient 
because the study participants were my schoolmates and acquaintances. This strengthened the 
research by providing access to more information and allowing flexibility in scheduling the 
interviews. However, it limited the research by making it difficult to ask pertinent, sensitive 
questions the participants might not have been comfortable answering. Upon completing the data 
collection, it was necessary that the participants were given pseudonyms, thereby maintaining the 
anonymity and confidentiality of the study participants. Table1 below shows details on the 
schedule of interviews and observations conducted for this study. 

Table 1. Schedule of the Interviews and Observations 
No. Names Date Duration Topic/context Types 
1 Sarah 28-Mar-13 1:12:00 hrs. Experiences/feelings One-on-one interview 
2 Carol 31-Mar-13 0:53:12 hrs. Experiences/feelings One-on-one interview 
3 Sarah/Carol 04-Apr-13 9:00:00 hrs. Irregular eating times Observation 
4 Sarah/Carol 16-Apr-13 0:20:09 hrs. Cooking lunch Observation 
5 Sarah 21-Apr-13 0:11:43 hrs. A typical day One-on-one interview 
6 Carol 21-Apr-13 0:13:20 hrs. A typical day One-on-one interview 
7 Sarah/Carol 5-May-13 0:15:34 hrs. Statistics homework Observation 
8 Sarah/Carol 06-Jun-13 1:30:12hrs. Learning experiences Group interview 

In constructing the interview protocol, techniques outlined by Marshall and Rossman (2006) were 
relied upon, particularly his delineation of different types of qualitative questions: exploratory, 
explanatory, descriptive, and emancipatory questions. The interview questions were asked to 
access the participants’ background knowledge of peer expectations and their family structure, 
values, conflict resolution, roles, history, and response to failure. The descriptive data helped me 
understand the sociocultural context which shaped the two students as human beings and gave me 
a broad idea of life in Gambia. For example, the participants were asked, “What was your 
childhood like? And how were families in general, and your family in particular structured in 
Gambia?”  
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Exploratory questions were asked to understand the motives which brought these students to study 
in Taiwan and the relationship between Taiwan and Gambia (e.g., “How did you end up coming 
to study in Taiwan? What were the procedures?”). Emancipatory questions were also posed to 
identify the knowledge, experiences, and challenges facing these international students in both 
Taiwan and their home country: “Based on your feelings and experiences, what are the differences 
between life (including study) in Taiwan and life in Gambia? Please share these feelings and 
experiences based on the following social groups: family, peers, school, dormitory, and yourself.” 

This approach was relevant for this study because it allowed me to capture data which I would 
otherwise never find in literature reviews or documents. The validity of qualitative research can 
be biased by the lack of accurate information from the participants. Validity refers to the degree to 
which the research findings accurately reflect the real-world facts they purport to describe. A 
careful literature review and data review, verification, and interpretation with the two participants 
were undertaken to respond to this potential limitation.  

Data Analysis 

To analyze the interview data, simple qualitative techniques were used to facilitate the research 
findings. First, all the interview data was carefully transcribed and read. During this process, I 
compared them with my notes, and for clarification, I double checked with the participants. 
Second, I used coding categories based on the research framework. This type of coding involved 
a perspective held by subject that enabled me to make critical and objective deductions. Third, I 
interpreted the meaning of each response carefully according to the selected theories. At this point, 
I was able to write up the findings and draw conclusions. 

Discussion of the Findings 

The findings are presented according to the data analysis of the observations and interviews 
conducted for this study. Findings of the interviews also involve the following emergent themes: 
Emerging learning experiences in Taiwan, Ongoing learning, Adjusting behaviors to better fit 
social norms of the host culture, and Sarah and Carol’s Impressions of Taiwan.  

Findings From Observations 

Findings from observations picture Sarah’s and Carol’s study abroad life experiences. First, their 
irregular eating schedule was observed from 12: 30 ~ 9:30 pm: breakfast was eaten around 1:00 
pm, lunch at 4:00 pm, and dinner was made at 9:00 pm. This habit was very common among the 
international students living in the dormitory, it is assumed that the two participants had followed 
the same pattern. The participants rushed to make lunch because they wanted to be on-time for the 
2:00 pm class. Sarah emotionally said “you are wasting my time” to a classmate who wanted to 
warm up her meal on the unique electric stove on the floor, but which took longer. This scene 
shows how, after coming to Taiwan, they grew to appreciate the importance of home-made meals 
and being on-time for their classes. Another 15 minutes’ observation was completed in the living 
room while the participants were trying to answer some statistics exercises relating to mean, 
median, and average. I stopped observing the scene until I was asked to help out with their 
homework. This last scene shows how they have tried to cope with the master program (i.e., the 
many assignments and the strict deadlines that come with them). They were proud to be Gambian 
because on some days, they were observed wearing their national clothes—shouting “this is 
Gambia”.  
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Findings From Interviews 

Sarah and Carol, at 43 and 30 years old respectively, were both wives and mothers from big 
families from Gambia, a country dominated by a patriarchal family system. Sarah was from a 
family of 12, and Carol—from a family of 10. Most of their siblings were married and had children. 
The families lived with their parents, grandparents, and siblings in what they call compounds in 
Gambia. Their religion was Islam, but seldom did they wear a hijab or a burka (a hijab is a 
headscarf while a burka covers the entire body including the face), which is often an individual 
choice by Muslim women.  

Prior to the master’s degree, the two participants were working in Gambia. Sarah was a teacher at 
an elementary and a secondary (in her own words: Lower Basic School and Upper Basic School) 
and also an employee at a Gambian Women Bureau. She received both a primary teacher certificate 
as well as the highest teacher certificate. For her bachelor’s, she majored in Development Studies 
and minored in Management. Carol was a Relationship Manager at a Standard Chartered which is 
a bank. She majored in English Language and minored in Political Science. 

Sarah and Carol did not know one another prior to arriving in Taiwan. In her own words, Carol 
states: “We got to know each other after we got the scholarship and started to meet as a group. We 
didn’t know each other prior to that.” 

Sarah and Carol believed that education helps women progress professionally. Despite the difficult 
responsibility of caring for their families while living abroad, they considered education to be their 
priority in life. Upon sharing her feelings and experiences during the interview, Sarah explained: 

I grew up in Gambia. I was fortunate to be sent to school as a child. I really thank God and my parents for that 
because, in an area where most of the people did not value education, I was one of those lucky children who 
went to school. I am also fortunate that I have the opportunity to acquire further education. . . . because, back 
at home, the salary wasn’t good enough considering the fact that I have two children to take care of. . . . in 
addition to other family responsibilities. I am a single parent, so, the only thing I can do is to equip myself 
with knowledge so that I have a better salary and a better socioeconomic position in the future. 

To the question “Based on your feelings and experiences, what are the differences between life 
(including study) in Taiwan and life in Gambia?” they compared the reality of Taiwan to the 
potential of Gambia. Sarah declared: 

Most importantly, I will miss the stable electricity supply, reliable Internet connection, amazing 
infrastructure, and excellent transportation system. I cannot remember a single instance of an electricity 
outage since I came. The electricity supply is 24 hours, seven days a week, and this has really made my work 
as a student easy. I am able to access any information online, any time of the day and night. The infrastructure 
refers to the basic physical and organizational structures and facilities, such as buildings and roads; they are 
basic and of paramount importance for the smooth operation of a society. These are fundamental necessities 
in any country, without which meaningful development will be difficult to attain. Equally commendable and 
exceptional is the transport system. Taiwan is well equipped in this area as well. I believe that a stable 
electricity supply, good transportation and infrastructure—education and health care systems—as well as 
agriculture, are keys to driving socio-economic development. I admire Taiwan for placing high priority on 
those areas. Thus, it is no wonder that it has become an economic growth center in the world. 

The study participants also had concerns on how the locals stared at them. Carol had articulated it 
as follow: 
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Whenever I got on a bus, the metro system (MRT), or stepped into any public place, some of the locals start 
to stare, point, and laugh at me. It is uncomfortable to be noticed in a crowd, especially because of how they 
persist at pointing at me and even poke others to look at me. I have observed that they don’t really do that to 
the white people. 

Besides, this study has allowed me to capture data which I would otherwise never find in literature, 
reviews, or documents. For example, I would never have known that some Muslims and Christians 
in Gambia take part in one another’s activities. When I enquired about the activities they did 
together in communities, Sarah said: “Yeah, I attend all kinds of activities, even with Christians 
and Muslims. I am a Muslim, but sometimes I have Christian friends over. If they have baptism or 
parties, we come and celebrate it together. Normally, we do it together.”  

Emerging Learning Experiences in Taiwan  

This study explored what the two Gambian students learned from the two main agencies of 
socialization: school and peer groups. The students also experienced non-formal education through 
self-actualization and interactions with local Taiwanese. Freire (2000a) argued that one must have 
epistemological curiosity to achieve unity between theory and practice. Similarly viewing the 
study abroad experience, the two Gambian students actualized this curiosity in their interactions 
with peers and local Taiwanese to learn about the culture and survive in school and society.  

Freire (2000a) called this encounter or interaction between people dialogue and contended that 
five components make possible dialogue as conversation: love, humility, faith, hope, and critical 
thinking. Accordingly, Sarah’s and Carol’s dialogues in Taiwan were multidimensional, exposing 
them to a wide range of cultures, beliefs, and lifestyles. As encounters with locals, the university 
environment, and other foreigners enabled them to experience many cultures and move around; it 
was important that they had a good understanding of these realities when studying overseas. 
However, to get this understanding of the new reality they were living in Taiwan, these 
international students had to be in constant dialogue with other human beings. This was exactly 
what Sarah and Carol did at the university and in society, to socialize themselves and to learn and 
know how to set themselves up for academic success. For example, Carol explained how she was 
helped to settle in Taiwan to study and move around:  

When we first came here, the ICDF program manager helped us to settle down and took us to the most 
important places and showed us how to use the bus and metro systems. My classmates have also helped me 
by being so friendly, and my fellow foreign students have made it easier. 

Carol shared that her classmates made her learning experience easier by being open to dialogue 
with her as a foreigner and as a human being. She experienced and learned about the hospitability 
of the Taiwanese people; in her own words, “the Taiwanese are friendly, patient, and kind people.”  

Studying in a new land can also encounter some challenges, such as linguistic and cultural barriers, 
and the university system (for example, much information about the university was available only 
in Mandarin Chinese and thus, accessible only to local students). Unsurprisingly, both Sarah and 
Carol encountered difficulties while trying to dialogue with people in Taiwan. Carol shared: 

The main problem I faced was trying to make people understand what I wanted to say when I went out to 
buy something because of the language barrier. I also found it difficult to eat with chopsticks and always had 
to ask for a spoon instead. Finding my way around was also a problem, which led me to getting lost a number 
of times. 
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Sarah seemed to have similar problems as Carol, such as using chopsticks, communicating with 
vendors while shopping, and especially reading product labels. Sarah added that she had difficulty 
coping with the culture of punctuality in Taiwan. She learned that it was impolite to be tardy for 
school and other meetings with professors, which motivated her to change her behavior. She also 
mentioned particular learning problems she encountered at school: 

My learning problem in the initial stage was how to manage with too many assignments and meeting 
deadlines for submitting assignments. But gradually, I coped with the pressure. I also had a problem 
understanding one of the lecturers because of his accent. He spoke too fast. But gradually, I was able to cope. 

It requires humility to fit into a new culture, especially the Taiwanese culture, because everything 
is an object of learning. Freire (2000a) argued such humility is important to enable participating 
in dialogue with local people. One must keep in mind that while studying abroad, a curiosity to 
learn and know is important and can require individuals to make efforts to discover the world on 
their own. This was the case for Sarah and Carol as they accessed services by observing other 
people and reading instructions. They learned some things, not through any agencies, but through 
observations, or from their own experiences, and later seeking help from others. Among those they 
mentioned were how to use the school’s main library, metro system, bus, and ATMs. Carol 
explained it was challenging when she needed to go to the library and did not know how to use the 
facilities:  

I did not learn how to find my way around or use the materials in the university main campus library, and it 
was quite a challenge. When I really needed to use the library, I went with my fellow international colleagues, 
and we just tried to learn by trying. Later on, we got help from one of our Taiwanese classmates. 

Studying in Taiwan could dramatically change international students’ lifestyles, as was the case 
for both Sarah and Carol. For example, taking the metro, living in a dormitory, and recycling trash 
were not part of the lifestyle which they were used to. They needed to learn and adapt to the 
lifestyle in Taiwan, possible only by communicating with local Taiwanese or foreigners who 
already knew the system. Sarah learned how to use the metro and ATM by observing others: 

I learned how to use the ATM through observation because I had never used it before. I feel it should be 
important to be taught to use the ATM because it took me time to understand. . . . We have ATMs at home 
too, but I never used it, but it is something one must use in Taiwan. For the MRT, I was observant and 
followed what people did. And, I always have my map with me to help me locate where I want to go. 

Intercultural contact remains key in this setting for any international student. Since there is a major 
English-speaking population in Taiwan, it will help in creating a conducive environment for 
studying as well as adapting to the culture. Interaction with individuals in the Taiwanese setting 
needs the socialization process as one adapts to the situation in the schools and the lifestyle. Most 
importantly, the findings have shown those students who adapt into the culture first, have excelled 
in making the studies become easier. However, the students have adapted to two distinct cultures—
the culture of the school (i.e., adaptation of education technology and environment) and—the host 
culture (i.e., social adaptation)—in order to make it successfully into their studies. As part of 
cultural adaptation, the eating habits also need to be integrated into this process. This can definitely 
help the students in utilizing the locally available food.  

Change of behavior for the international students remains a challenge, as the students in the foreign 
nation will have to adapt to new ways of doing things. Further, the findings have shown the 
behavior of the students had changed significantly, as they will return to their country with a 
different way of conduct. The change occurs continuously, as new behaviours emerge, as an 
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individual unceasingly learns new things. However, during this learning process, the study shows 
how the social and partial inequality setting in Taiwan makes the international students suffer, 
unlike the native students. The social and partial inequality setting manifested in the two Gambian 
students’ learning experiences in Taiwan (i.e., the native students were spared from the adaptation 
of the culture of the school, the host culture, and the local language, which was not the case for the 
foreign students). These psychological impacts could be a contributor to low achievement among 
international students. 

Ongoing Learning  

According to Sarah and Carol, studying abroad, especially in Taiwan, engaged them in exploring 
their ongoing learning processes. Once immersed in their new environment, they realized their 
need to better understand Taiwanese values, sensitive issues, and history. For instance, Carol stated 
that in her Chinese class, she learned why Taiwanese were superstitious about the number 4 after 
she saw it left out of a building elevator. Furthermore, she learned that certain gifts are 
inappropriate to offer to the Taiwanese, such as clocks and umbrellas. These gifts, along with the 
number 4, are symbols of death. The students needed to be aware of these cultural symbols to 
avoid offending local, cultural sentiments. 

What fascinated me in the interviews with the two students was they were still learning, for 
example, how to eat with chopsticks and speak the Chinese language—all while mastering using 
the library system, laundry machine, and where to go shopping. For example, Sarah shared during 
the interview that she was cautious about how she held and placed chopsticks because her 
Taiwanese classmates explained the cultural beliefs about why chopsticks are put on plates in 
certain ways. In addition, her classmates shared with her that Taiwanese do not like to waste their 
food and that it is culturally valued to finish one’s meals. Sarah stated she has reflected on those 
values and tried to follow and respect them. 

According to Sarah and Carol, they learned about and became aware of cultural values after 
making mistakes or being motivated by curiosity to ask for explanations. For instance, curious to 
know why Taiwanese often ask, “Have you eaten?”, they came to understand a little about the 
history of Taiwan and how it became a developed country today. “Ni chi le mei yo?” (“Have you 
eaten?”) is a common, culturally significant greeting in Taiwan, showing the importance of food 
in everyday life. It is in fact, one of the most important values of Taiwanese society; the other one 
being “Hard work”. 

Adjusting Behaviors to Better Fit Social Norms of the Host Culture 

The two students’ behavior changed a lot since they moved to Taiwan. The major changes included 
calling people by their titles, making appointments to show respect, being punctual to avoid 
affronting others by being late to appointments or classes, and by not meeting deadlines. Sarah 
explained: 

I have to check my inbox twice every day: once as soon as I wake up, and another time before going to bed. 
I receive all information connected to my academic work through email. This was not the practice when I 
was home. 

Studying in Taiwan was different from studying in Gambia because most activities and 
information in Taiwan required new technology. Both Sarah and Carol stated it was necessary for 
students to possess some information technology skills (e.g., how to upload files, use Moodle, and 
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surf the Internet) to survive at Taiwanese universities. To learn all these skills, they had to 
communicate with both Taiwanese classmates and other foreign students. Consequently, another 
major change was constantly communicating with others—either via emails or via small 
gatherings in study rooms and coffee shops. This was not the custom in Gambia, but was an 
integral way of doing things in Taiwan.  

Sarah and Carol’s Impressions of Taiwan 

Sarah and Carol expressed interest in learning more about the culture and people of Taiwan and 
visiting other places around the country. Through their observations and interactions with local 
people, they developed their own impressions of Taiwan. This was how Sarah put it: 

I am very impressed to see how the Taiwanese are really friendly and nice with me. My professors are always 
concerned about my learning and understanding my life in Taiwan. They are always trying to help me, and I 
feel really good at my department and the campus. As a Gambian citizen with no idea about the Chinese 
language, customs, and traditions, I believe that my stay in Taiwan will give me a better understanding of the 
customs and traditions. Studying in Taiwan will not only provide me with academic experience, but it will 
also give me a rich and new cultural experience. I also understand that Taiwanese people don’t want to hurt 
people. They will go the extra mile to seek help from their friends when they can’t understand the language 
[English]. 

For Carol, it was not just about the local people. She also saw Taiwan as very diverse, which 
provided her with good learning opportunities: 

Coming to Taiwan has exposed me to a wide range of cultures and lifestyles. Since so many people from 
different countries come to Taiwan to study or work, it has given me the opportunity to meet a lot of people 
and learn from them. It has also strengthened my awareness of diversity, and I have learned to appreciate it 
even more. This exposure has also given me the opportunity to learn Mandarin, and I have learned that the 
language, although complicated, can be quite interesting if paid attention to. Above all, I have seen how 
friendly Taiwanese are (although they may sometimes be a little bit conservative), and how beautiful the 
country is. 

Despite all the learning experiences the students obtained while living in Taiwan, both reflected 
they could have learned more if they knew Chinese. They explained their knowledge was limited 
to greetings and basic directions. Both stated the language barrier was the main obstacle to learning 
more, and they had limited time to learn Chinese before coming to Taiwan.  

Conclusions, Implications, and Further Research 

Freirean Theory on Consciousness in Taiwan and Gambia 

In experiencing a new society and reinventing Freire’s (1974) methodology of teaching and 
learning, dialogue is the first and foremost area of consideration. As Freire (1997) suggested, “one 
must read the world in which words exist” (p. 211), meaning it is important to evaluate the 
limitations, potentials, and historical and political forces of a particular world before taking action. 
This can only happen through dialogue. By dialogue, Freire (2000a) referred to encounters 
between humans mediated by the world to name the world. Freire (2000a) proposed five 
characteristics essential for dialogue among humans: love, humility, faith, hope, and critical 
thinking. I believe true learning cannot occur for those studying abroad if they do not possess these 
five qualities. Learning does not happen only from reading books, although it is important to read 
books to understand certain aspects of the world. Without contact with local people and other 
foreigners, one puts oneself apart from the world and other humans. 
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In these contexts, Freirean (1998) critical pedagogy can be used as a transformative or progressive 
pedagogy—a social and educational practice which generates new knowledge, opens up 
ambiguities, and challenges all hierarchical of power systems that demand veneration at the 
expense of dialogue and debate (Giroux, 1996). Critical pedagogy is applied to analyze the 
relationships among identity, culture, and differences and to examine how social bias regarding 
race, class, and gender can be understood from historical attributions (Giroux, 1996). 

Studying Abroad as Preparation for Active Global Citizenship  

One benefit of studying abroad, especially in Taiwan, is exposure to diverse lifestyles, 
nationalities, and cultures. Sarah explained this opportunity helped her appreciate and learn from 
diverse perspectives. For instance, knowing and understanding the history of Taiwan’s economy 
inspired the international students to return and build their home countries’ economies. Through 
class assignments, both local and foreign students learned from each other about political and 
economic changes. Sarah, Carol, the other international students, and local students came to reflect 
on related political and economic matters in their countries, indicating their desire to intervene as 
human beings living on one planet. Thus, these students’ focus on political and economic changes 
on a global scale supports the global citizenship theory (Ong, 2004). 

Politically speaking, Taiwan’s participation in foreign aid programs translates to an act of active 
global citizenship. Taiwan tackles global issues such as inadequate human resources through 
provision of higher education scholarship to many nation-states. Although it does not mean that 
all Taiwanese are active global citizens, it is a catalyzer in preparing active global citizenship. 
More importantly, the diversity brought to Taiwan by international students has increased racial, 
ethnic, and even religious perspectives. Such exposure may render both local and international 
students, through communication and class presentation, to become aware of global issues like 
gender inequality, human rights, and hunger, to name a few.  

Education Through Travel 

Although Sarah and Carol had a positive disposition towards learning Mandarin, acquiring new 
technological skills, and understanding Taiwanese values to enable participating in school and 
society, they felt oppressed by the lack of skills (e.g., use of ATMs and language barriers) which 
kept them from fully participating as global citizens. Unlike the other technological skills which 
were transferred to them by someone, the use of ATMs was a more personal skill. Feeling 
oppressed in that case simply means “not being able to do things that others (i.e., the natives and 
long-term foreigners) are easily doing”. As trivial as this can sound, the two Gambian students 
were hesitant to use those machines because it was never part of their daily life at home.  This 
taught them the need for more technology skills should Gambia integrate. 

Lessons for Gambia: Gambian government and its population must embrace, and if possible, 
implement modern infrastructure in sectors including transportation, education, technology, and 
trade to name a few. The implementation of such an infrastructure will better prepare their citizenry 
for studying abroad. The lack of such prior knowledge and experience becomes an obstacle which 
prevents the students from fully enjoying their new environment. This study showed Sarah and 
Carol struggled before they were able to adapt to the Taiwanese lifestyle. Even these 
inconveniences contributed to their learning experiences and raising of their consciousness. The 
experiences they had in Taiwan will also definitely impact their lives as Gambia improves its 
technology. 
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Another form of oppression Sarah and Carol encountered while studying in Taiwan was being 
noticed in crowds, which resulted in embarrassing moments as local people persisted in pointing 
at them and poking others to look at them. Sarah and Carol shared that this situation encouraged 
Gambian students to stick together and value teamwork more. The students also learned that 
Taiwanese culture favors white people over black people. That said, critical travel pedagogy fits 
this context as it focuses on raising critical consciousness about issues of oppression and social 
injustices. I believe Gambia and Taiwan can better prepare their citizens to deal with this reality 
by providing needed information. For example, Gambians planning to travel to Taiwan can be 
educated beforehand about the Taiwanese people and lifestyle, and Taiwan can sensitize its 
population in their reactions to foreigners. 

Reflection as the Key to Learning Experiences 

Sarah’s and Carol’s many learning experiences and accomplishments in Taiwan were 
multidimensional. For example, they gained new academic knowledge, traveled, met other 
professionals (local and international), learned Chinese and other languages, and faced new 
challenges, proving Dewey’s (1934) definition of experience: “the result, the sign, and the reward 
of that interaction of organism and environment which, when it is carried to the full, is a 
transformation of interaction into participation and communication” (p. 22). Experiential learning 
theory, with its two components: continuity and interaction, is also proven here because both 
students were aware studying abroad was an ongoing learning process. According to how these 
two students shared their learning experience, it is evident they used reflection, the third 
component of experiential learning, to enable continuing their experience. For instance, they 
reflected on their struggle to use modern technology in Taiwan and proposed that they should have 
been taught these skills. 

Cross-Cultural Understanding Enables Cultural Responsiveness 

Cross-cultural understanding is becoming more important as globalization eliminates borders, and 
higher education (or internationalization) continues to expand into new territories. Cross-cultural 
understanding skills can be taught not only in the classroom, but also through experience. These 
two Gambian students interacted with the host culture and directly observed customs (including 
the cultures and customs of other international students). They gained, compared, learned, and 
reflected on cultural attributes from every culture to which they were exposed. International 
students could benefit from cross-cultural diversity training to prevent mistakes and improve their 
cultural awareness, sensitivity, and understanding of communication style of host cultures. What 
may seem like a joke in one language may come across as an insult in another. Consequently, 
understanding cross-cultural interactions should be encouraged in everyday life while studying 
abroad. 

Consciousness Awakened: An Imperative for Women’s Emancipation  

For Gambian students in Taiwan, particularly the two participants, critical pedagogy should make 
them think about what it means to be educated abroad—for what purpose, what kind of society, 
and what future. Both students shared, as Gambian women, they were fortunate to attend school. 
These students’ views of themselves as fortunate demonstrates the oppression of women in 
Gambia and it has helped these students become aware of the realities of women’s situation 
(consciousness awakening) in their communities. For example, considering their privilege of 
attending school, they explained that they wanted to fight discrimination against girls in Gambia. 
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Sarah and Carol also observed that both Taiwanese universities consisted of men and women   
faculty members. Carol provided a scientific explanation (on account of the knowledge she had 
gained in the master’s degree class on the value of national culture): “the presence of Taiwanese 
women professors at university is due to the fact that Taiwan is a feminine country. In contrast, 
women faculty members are almost non-existent in [a] Gambian university.” Therefore, they stated 
they were hopeful of improving the situation of Gambian women if they followed in Taiwan’s 
footsteps. Furthermore, the participants’ ability to observe these cultural attributes in Taiwanese 
universities shows that the feminist theory, especially the feminist movement, has shown to be 
intimately related to action (Flax, 1983), challenging, counteracting, and changing the status quo 
which disadvantages and devalues women (Chafetz, 1997). Indeed, the women’s rights movement 
has changed traditional understandings of girls and women and their aspirations in many societies 
today. If more women from Gambia, as well as other parts of Africa and the world, had access to 
education, especially higher education, women might liberate themselves from oppression.  

As an additional example of contrast, Sarah and Carol observed Taiwanese professors and peers 
were concerned about the participants’ academic progress (their satisfaction) and learning 
experience in Taiwan (the changes they would bring home from their experiences), proving that 
critical pedagogy leads to the creation of new forms of ethical and political community (Freire, 
2000a). The Taiwanese professors’ concerns for their students’ progress could be interpreted as a 
way for them to evaluate the master’s Program. In other words, valuable feedback from the 
international students will help them improve the program, and in the future, help students to 
achieve greater academic success and greater ease of adapting to the Taiwanese society.  

Being aware of the socioeconomic, political, and sociocultural reality in Gambia, Carol said her 
learning experiences—that she had gained from school as well as from interacting with people of 
diverse nationalities whom she had encountered in Taiwan—would not only support her personal 
emancipation, but also contribute to the economic growth of Gambia.   

Final Word 

This study explored the learning experiences of two foreign students, with the aim to interpret 
Freire’s (2000a) dialogical method as a way of learning about the world through studying abroad. 
First, we saw how learning helped the students socialize and integrate into school and society. 
Second, through the hidden curriculum and school assignments, they learned certain social values 
(e.g., teamwork, reciprocity, achievement, and punctuality). Third, peer groups played a critical 
role in their learning experiences, for example, transmitting Taiwanese culture through 
conversations, relationships, and the rules of interaction. The peer groups taught each other 
relevant social norms, skills, and values. Finally, these students used their cognitive skills to 
acquire knowledge about people and how to find their way around.  

These were the learning experiences Sarah and Carol obtained while living in Taiwan as part of 
their studies. Without dialogues characterized by love, humility, faith, hope, and critical thinking, 
their learning experiences in Taiwan would not have been possible. They planned to attempt to 
change their communities in Gambia through dialogue, associated by Freire (1974) with popular 
or informal education (described as education for critical consciousness). Both Sarah and Carol 
hoped to share their learning and living experience in Taiwan through group activities in Gambia 
and by building new knowledge as preparation for actively working toward social change.  
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