Rethinking student international mobility in the climate emergency – some pointers

Introduction – why and how is student mobility embedded in language programmes? 

· Travel is deeply rooted in our notion of the developmental journey and beliefs that ‘important and useful earlier traditions of learning existed in far-flung cultures’ (Hoffa, 2007) and has become essential to building relationships, creating communities, trade, and developed societies.
· Study abroad has become core to our global vision for second language acquisition, backed by evidence of the linguistic advantages it delivers.
· The UK’s Quality Assurance Agency Subject Benchmark statement thus considers study abroad a ‘defining principle’ of language study at higher education.
· Study abroad is part of a powerful ecosystem of how institutions of higher education across the world over the twentieth century developed internationalization policies, supported by policy and funding programmes.

There is a history of rethinking study abroad we can build on:

· The ‘Grand Tour’ at the root of study abroad is an elite model of mobility that funding initiatives such as the Fulbright or Erasmus schemes democratized and released from link to private income to make study abroad accessible and socially diverse.
· Nowadays, study options are complemented by teaching and work placements emphasizing readiness for global market mobility. 
· As a subject, we have moved away from a nation-based approach to a transnational and decolonised understanding of languages and more complex understanding of linguistic-contact or minority language phenomena. 
· Globalisation has also changed the nature of language study, materials in target languages are now more accessible on the internet which has brought the far flung closer ‘home’ and of course, it also made the far flung less immersive.  The Covid pandemic particularly, if briefly, increased focus on alternatives such as virtual year abroad activities 
· The diversification of the student body in recent decades incorporates students who may be mature, mid-career or have EDI considerations about an extended placement abroad. 

Why rethink student mobility?

· We travel (and transport goods) as much as ever, but further and faster. 
· All this impacts on the environment, uses natural resources, creates pollution and noise, harms biodiversity.
· Transport represents 25% of fossil fuel CO2 emissions and will take work to decarbonize. 
· Students have become part of the complex global supply chains and education part of this global economy.
· The benefits and embeddedness of study travel to language programmes make us reluctant to consider its environmental impacts. 

Embracing mobility itself as an object of study:

· Just like our use of languages, our transport says a lot about us: e.g., we use different modes of transport in different countries (47% of people use motorbikes in South Asia, 57% use car in US), it is estimated 25% of the global population took a plane in 2018 (2% of population in low-income countries, 100% in high) (Thunberg, 2022)
· The sociological ‘mobilities paradigm’ supports us to explore the intersecting implications of travel (and tourism) for social inequality and social networks (Urry, 2007). 
· The social aspects of mobility might be a factor in why some of our students struggle with study abroad.
· Can we imagine language study mobilities that consciously embrace languages as culturally diverse linguistic codes to be engaged with (and set aside language mastery and ‘native speakerism’), and envision new economic and environmental trajectories for languages?

Disrupting conventional patterns of study abroad

When attempting to create behavioural change, I found it helpful to creatively engage with a positive deviance model and adapted a Discovery & Action Dialogue (see Liberating Structures resource below), to reconceptualize study abroad. Here are the adapted DAD questions which language colleagues may wish to further adapt, and a résumé of my responses, 

· How do you know when a problem with study abroad is present? 
· We have increasing challenges with organizing, scaffolding, and justifying study abroad. Difficult to address environment impact of study abroad.  
· How do you contribute effectively to solving the problem?
· Increased student support. Attention to resilience/wellbeing. Diversification of types of student engagement/placements (but modes of travel are not specifically rethought).
· What prevents you from doing this or taking these actions all the time?
· Financial cost of travel alternatives. Travel is invisible part of study abroad and required to be as speedy as possible. Making a different type of year abroad make sense is larger issue than languages programmes. 
· Do you know anybody who is able to frequently solve this problem and overcome barriers? What practices made their success possible?
· Growing ‘flight-free’ movement, making environmental benefits of slow travel visible. Environmental and decolonised turn in travel writing 
· Encouraging carbon cost as well as financial cost to be factored in educational travel is growing.
· UN sustainable development goals is increasingly embedded as a helpful framework for education.
· Do you have any ideas?
· Creating a study travel initiative to fund and enable greater social/environmental engagement and reflection on (sustainable) modes of travel. 
· What needs to be done to make it happen? Any volunteers? 
· Liaising with our Global Experiences central service that already have systems to work directly with students around Turing funding.  
Who else needs to be involved?
· I need to make this part of existing university strategy to develop interculturally aware graduates who engage with the need to balance social, economic, and environmental sustainability.
· I need to access institutional funding (eventually secured for 2 years, through a Global Advancement Fund Initiative at my university)

The result: A 2-year pilot: Sustainable Engagement International Travel Fund (or ‘Green Fund’)

· The Sustainable Travel Fund is a new Lancaster University funding programme to support students to work with the UN Sustainable Development Goals and reflect on sustainable travel during periods of study abroad.

· It is underwritten by the university’s Global Advance Fund and is supported by a collaboration between the department of Languages and Cultures and Global Experiences to bring together international study across the university and Education for Sustainable Development.

· This funding is administered by the Global Experiences Funding team and is for sustainable travel to an event/place, in the country that students are studying/working in (and have already travelled to) or beyond, to wherever the relevant event/activity takes place.

· Students can apply for up to £100. Students provide costings of up to £100 for their proposed activity/travel. We provide the requested amount up front and ask for reflection on experience in return.

· Funding will be granted for participation and travel to specific places and events that relate to an aspect of the SDGs chosen by the student.  This might be an exhibition, a museum, a set of talks, a traditional festival, some community volunteering.  We encourage students to find out what’s locally available to them for understanding the SDG challenges. 

· This funding gives students engaging in international mobility an opportunity to enhance their understanding of the Sustainable Development Goals by covering sustainable travel and associated costs of engaging with an aspect of the SDGs such as fee/museum/event entry. Students are encouraged to reflect on ways to ‘decarbonise’ their travel and to justify the sustainability of their travel choices in their application using guides such as https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/carbon-footprint-travel-mode

· Inventive responses to the carbon footprint of study travel are encouraged.

· The funding follows an Education for Sustainable Development approach, and the application form allows students to justify choice of activity in terms of how it supports them to develop the knowledge, skills and competencies that would contribute to a sustainable future in relation to climate change, social justice, and global inequality etc. 

· The funding can be used for travel to placements, but the focus must be on learning about sustainable travel while abroad, engaging with events/places that catalyse learning about social, environmental, and economic concerns and tools for a better world.

· In return for the funding, successful applicants are asked to commit to sending us a short reflective piece in English. Students from the Dept. Languages and Cultures will have the opportunity to enter a departmental competition with a target language reflective piece.

· We expect the learning (about climate breakdown, questions of economic and social well-being, or gender, race, and other forms of inequality etc.) arising from the event/place and the travel to the event/place to both be the subject of the reflection. 

· Recipients of funding submit a blog / social media film / short case study to share their sustainable travel experience. We will publish a selection of reports/films etc.  on the Global Experience webpages and use pieces for the basis of social media promotion and social media student take overs. 

This project has only just begun, and my hope is that it provides a fertile, and student led method to imagining environmentally friendly, socially engaged and inclusive linguistic immersion:

· Travel: Funding support continues historic work of ‘democratising’ travel, with a new encouragement for travel to be less ‘far-flung’, sustainable/flight free. Critical engagement with transport choices and with modes of transport is also embedded. 
· Social justice: Engaging with and reflecting on aspects of the UN sustainable development goals and mobility choices opens study abroad to active engagement with mobility justice (Sheller, 2018) namely: issues of unequal relations, urban problems, built environment, questions of gender, race, colonialism, and neo-colonialism, to global issues such as migration, energy use and ecological problems. Possible increase in placements with social and community engagement, so that students engage with target language speakers explicitly through a lens of social and climate justice. 
· Inclusive: Widening participation in study abroad has already necessitated the development of strategies to support the well-being of students to support eventual integration and self-care activities. This initiative can be embedded in the secure scaffolding to enable all students to develop skills, confidence, and academic self–efficacy to engage in deep learning and development of study as advocated by University Student Mental Health Charter. Funding supports the increased financial/time costs of sustainable travel. 

I am interested in hearing of other similar initiatives or theoretical models to re-envision the year abroad - do contact me on o.gomez@lancaster.ac.uk
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