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What does it mean to be prepared for the Year Abroad? And who can really
benefit from this experience?

In this paper, | shall give an overview of the Y ear Abroad (Y A) research context,
highlighting a number of studies carried out within and outside Europe and considering
current issues in this field, among which the need of more intercultural pedagogic
preparation for people embarking on the YA experience. These will be treated in
relation to my research study, whose overarching questions are: What does it mean to
be prepared for the Y ear Abroad (YA)? And who can really benefit from this
experience?

The paper is divided into four main sections. | will start with a brief overview of the
recent phenomenon of student mobility across and outside Europe and the EU student
mobility scheme in which my participants took part for one academic year, that is the
ERASMUS exchange programme (Coleman: 1995, 1998; Roberts et al: 2001; Papatsiba:
2006, Alred & Byram: 2002, 2006; Freed: 2008).

Secondly, | shall talk about the cultural turn in studies of residence abroad that
embraces the theorisation of intercultural communicative competence (Hymes: 1972;
Wiseman: 2001; Deardoff: 2006; Byram & Feng: 2006), intercultural awareness (Hanvey:
1976; Hall & Toll: 1994) and intercultural sensitivity (Bennet: 1986, 1993) as separated
but mutually dependant key concepts that can lead individuals to a successful
intercultural interaction (Chen, 1997: 9).

Thirdly, I shall provide some examples of intercultural encounters of my participants
during their stay in Italy, with the main aim of highlighting the particular ways in which
they experienced and dealt with cultural difference, and the extent to which they
adjusted or/and adapted to the new Italian surroundings.

Last but not least, | will present some work-in-progress materials that | developed and
used in Higher Education, with the main objective of raising intercultural awareness
among learners of Italian in preparation for their Y A experience as ERASMUS students.
These are based on my research findings and on pre-existing materials in English
translated by me into Italian (Jenks: 1997; Byram: 1997; Hall & Toll: 1994; Paige: 1993;
Landis et al: 2004).
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