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Re-examining the SYA Mission 

Starting early this decade, SYA began conducting research and re-examining its practices with the goal of 

providing the most relevant and highest-quality experience for its students. Through longitudinal studies 

of the experience abroad, we learned that cultural learning is far from automatic and cannot be taken for 

granted in study abroad, but through specific programming, it is possible and predictable. We continue 

this research today and have also begun to look at other areas including the role of technology, 

specifically hand-held technology on the experience abroad, and the importance of post-experience 

programming. 

 

SYA was founded on the idea that the best academic environment for students abroad was one that 

resembled, to the extent possible, that at the schools from which the students came. The result was a 

school based mostly in the humanities in which students studied distinct disciplines with faculty who 

were experts in their fields. Assessment in this model looked largely like it would in the United States, 

and upon arrival, students typically understood the school’s structure immediately. This model served 

SYA well for a very long time. 

 

Through research and conversations with SYA students, parents and member school teachers and 

leadership, we realized that this model was no longer desirable. Our constituencies began to tell us that 

the value of SYA was not in our ability to mimic the American independent school experience, but to do 

something different that capitalized on our unique resources and provided our members with a valuable 

additional experience for their students. 

 

SYA’s new understanding of what our constituents valued and what we could offer in our unique setting 

resulted in five years of re-examining of our mission and a dedication to using our extensive research and 

best practice to design programming for our school that challenges students in a unique way and ensures 

that SYA can remain a leader in education abroad. 

 

The basics: 

● Ongoing research at SYA has helped shape our curriculum design, including the following 

findings: 

○ Intercultural competence growth as a result of study abroad is possible, but far from 

automatic. In fact, when viewed as an assumed outcome, almost half the students can be 

expected to leave an abroad program having regressed on a generally accepted scale of 

intercultural competence. SYA research has shown that when students participate in 

deliberate intercultural competence programming and mentoring, average growth is 
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roughly four times that of students abroad who do not participate in such programming 

and ten times that of students who do not go abroad at all. 

○ Statistically significant growth in creative thinking skills, as measured by the Torrance 

Tests of Creative Thinking, was shown in a large group of SYA participants. This research 

was some of the first international research on the effects of study abroad on creative 

thinking. 

○ SYA research on the effects of hand-held technology has shown a significant detrimental 

impact on the abroad experience and the ability of students to immerse themselves 

linguistically and culturally. We continue to devise strategies to frame technology use for 

our students in a way that enhances the experience in a positive way. 

● Increased and ongoing communication with SYA students, parents and member schools has 

helped shape SYA’s vision for the future. 

● The SYA mission statement was revised from the ground up, starting with input from our talented 

faculty abroad. It is divided into two parts: our focus and our approach.  Our focus encompasses 

everything we do, our approach explains how we do it. As part of this process we also decided 

what we don’t do and the methods that we were not willing to use. 

○ Our focus: 

■ Language Acquisition  

■ Intercultural Competence 

■ Independence and Interdependence 

■ Creative and Critical Thinking 

○ Our Approach:  

■ Intentional 

■ Place-based 

■ Experiential  

■ Intercultural 

 

The SYA Mission in Action 

Using our newly minted mission statement as a guide, SYA began making incremental changes and 

improvements to our programs in an effort to fulfill our mission statement. In the beginning, many of 

these changes were launched at SYA Italy in Vitebo. SYA Italy was chosen as our lab because of the small 

size of the program, because it is the youngest SYA campus and because the faculty and leadership 

showed interest in trying something new. 

 

In an effort to more fully take advantage of local resources, appropriate courses were designated as 

“fieldwork courses” due to their outside-of-school fieldwork requirement. The school’s schedule was 

overhauled to allow for this change. Every Wednesday, SYA students conduct interdisciplinary field work 

in and around Viterbo, at times as far away as Rome and beyond. Often this fieldwork is done in small 

groups, without the aid of SYA Faculty. The fieldwork becomes more challenging as the year goes on. 

 

In addition to the Italy fieldwork program, new electives have been launched at all four SYA campuses, 

including Agroecology, Applied Sociology, Contemporary Chinese Culture and a course that looks at 
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modern French history through the lens of architecture. These electives are designed to be more 

place-based and experiential in nature. 

 

The basics: 

● SYA Italy introduced a group of fieldwork courses which students reacted well to. One of these 

electives, a science course which focuses on agroecology, quickly became the most popular 

elective at SYA Italy. 

● A number of new courses have been launched at all campuses that are designed to get kids out of 

their seats more often and out into the community. Many of these course are in their first year 

and provide us with data which we then use as a metric to guide our overall curriculum redesign 

process. 

 

The Continuing Issue of Traditional Structures and Assessment 

SYA has learned quite a lot in the last five years. Through ongoing research and through looking at our 

new courses and course structures, we have realized that we are at a bit of a tipping point. Our recent 

curricular changes have been positive and students, parents and member schools have been receptive, 

but what hasn’t changed much at SYA is the traditional nature of our curricular structure and our 

assessment -- more specifically how we grade. 

 

SYA still has students take between five and seven single-discipline courses that meet for a 

predetermined number of hours per week. Nearly all of our classes are year-long and students earn letter 

grades which may be integrated into their sending school’s transcript upon return, although most 

member schools do not do this. 

 

We are keenly aware that this structure is by far the most popular curricular structure in the United 

States and that it has been that way since at least the Industrial Revolution. While the grades might have 

a different format, they all serve the same purpose, and they allow anyone who is interested to get a 

sense of the academic experience by looking at six letters or numbers. It is extremely efficient, but SYA 

has realized that this structure makes the fulfillment of our mission virtually impossible. 

 

The basics: 

● SYA has experienced a similar amount of grade inflation as our member schools. Commonly 

referred to as “grad-school grading,” the range of available grades used to evaluate student work 

has shrunk to two or three in all but a handful of situations.  

● Even in this environment, SYA spends far more time than ever addressing concerns and anxiety 

about grades. While a decade ago students would routinely get C’s, especially at the beginning of 

the year, parent phone calls and messages of concern over anything under an A- (and at times 

anything under an A) are now routine. The amount of anxiety around grades and the time 

invested in conversations involving grades has become unsustainable. 

● The traditional structure of classes meeting a certain number of hours per week makes 

place-based and experiential education next to impossible. The reality of most structures like 

these is that they are designed to efficiently move students from one classroom to another 
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where the next teacher awaits. Leaving the building, let alone leaving the city, disrupts this 

system in a way that means faculty are forced to fight for time and any time a group of students 

does get out the door, they are forced to miss other classes in order to do so. 

● Splitting coursework into a small number of distinct disciplines makes interdisciplinary work 

extremely difficult and limits valuable student experiences.  

● Limiting students to six disciplines limits their learning to those areas and relegates anything 

outside that structure to the realm of extra-curricular. Many of these experiences are challenging 

and valuable, but student engagement is sometimes low, because these experiences “don’t 

count.” 

 

The SYA Curriculum Redesign 
As a result of the research and pilot programming, SYA is now entering a three-year transitional 
period to develop a structure that allows SYA to fully realize our mission and focus on the type of 

education our students, parents and member schools are requesting. This project is designed to be as 

inclusive and transparent as possible at all levels of the SYA organization. 

 

Academic Structure 

The redesigned SYA curriculum is based on a collection of interdisciplinary or deep-dive, single-discipline 

experiences that are experiential and place-based in nature. These experiences vary in their duration and 

may be group oriented or focused on individual achievement. All of these experiences are designed to be 

appropriately challenging to all students. This structure is also supplemented by regular workshops and 

lectures that students may attend to sharpen their skills. 

 

Every student is assigned an advisor and advisory group to help guide them in this environment. This will 

likely be the most important relationship for the students, as it will be this person who challenges them, 

helps keep them on track and evaluates their progress in a number of credit areas.  

 

Student work begins in the summer, before students even board the plane. All students participate in an 

online orientation that introduces them to intercultural competence material, provides practice for 

online collaboration that is used throughout the program and allows them to get a headstart on the math 

curriculum if they wish. Students also learn to use our learning management system (LMS), which is a 

crucial skill that they will need throughout the year. 

 

In the first trimester of the year, students begin by participating in a multi-week, comprehensive, 

interdisciplinary experience designed to get students up and running with language use and provide a 

base for their studies grounded in the essential elements of an SYA experience that every student must 

have. Also during this first experience, students spend time learning how to learn in a way that might be 

different from how they learned up until then. We have found that it is often the case that the learning 

we ask our students to do differs from the prior way they were asked to learn. 

 

In the second half of the first trimester, students choose from a menu of experiences based on their 

interests or necessary graduation requirements at their sending school. These are prepared experiences 
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that follow a curricular structure loosely based on the Kolb Experiential Learning Cycle. To accomodate a 

certain amount of student choice, there are more options than any one student could ever complete. The 

options also represent a variety of both topic and level of difficulty. Like the beginning of the trimester, 

some experiences may be required. 

 

The second trimester begins where the first left off, with students choosing from a variety of experiences. 

As the trimester progresses, students who have proven their ability to work well in this structure can 

begin to design their own experiences under the guidance of their advisor.  

 

At the start of the third trimester, most students will design some of their own experiences, although the 

pre-prepared experiences will still be available, especially for those students who have an interest in a 

single discipline that is fairly traditional in nature. Towards the midpoint of the trimester, students turn 

their focus to the SYA capstone project which is meant to be a high-quality demonstration of their year’s 

work.  

 

The basics: 

● Traditional classes are replaced with a selection of interdisciplinary and deep-dive experiences. 

● All of these experiences will have a strong language element. 

● The year is structured around gradually increasing student independence and ownership of their 

own learning experience. 

● Increased importance is given to the capstone project, along with a higher expectation for 

quality. 

● Students have the opportunity to design their own educational experiences. 

● Students have the opportunity to study topics outside of our current curricular offerings and 

study single disciplines in a much more profound way. 

 

Assessment 

As mentioned earlier, one of the clearest barriers to SYA fulfilling its mission is the structure of traditional 

assessment and grading. In this traditional structure, students are penalized for pushing their boundaries, 

taking risks, trying something new or simply making mistake -- all of which are behaviors that are needed 

to promote profound growth in an experience abroad. Traditional grades also provide very little 

information for parents and sending schools. To fix these issues, SYA will shift to a mastery-based system 

that produces a portfolio-based Mastery Transcript. 

 

To help move along this transition, SYA has joined the Mastery Transcript Consortium and is part of a 

small group of schools that will be piloting the transcript. SYA spent the last year writing and perfecting 

our credits and will begin piloting them this fall. This transcript will provide our three main audiences -- 

students, parents and sending schools -- with a much more robust picture of each student’s academic 

experience. 

 

The basics: 
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● Assessment is based on the creation and use of mastery credits, which replace traditional letter 

grades. 

● Students provide evidence of work towards a Mastery Transcript which functions as a 

comprehensive portfolio. 

● The expectation of this system is more student engagement, higher standards and increased 

acceptance of risk and failure. 

 

What we Expect to Change as a Result of the Curriculum Redesign 

● Increased student engagement 

● More student voice and choice 

● More achievement in language proficiency 

● Increased overall level of challenge in the program 

● Happier students 

 

What Stays the Same 

● Students still go home with transferable credits. 

● Students still study and receive credits in English and math. 

● While the class structure is different, students will still engage in activities that look a lot like 

“school.” 

● SYA will remain a program primarily based on academic achievement. 

● SYA will build on its reputation as an exemplary language program. 

 

Draft Schedule: 

Year 1 - 2018-2019 

• Curriculum testing, creation of mastery credits and professional development. 

Year 2 - 2019-2020 

• Pilot use of mastery credits in existing structure, increased curriculum testing, professional 
development. 

Year 3 - 2020-2021 

• Full pilot of the mastery-based curriculum. Families and sending schools choose the desired 
format of their transcript - Traditional or Mastery. 

• Post-SYA programming, including classes taught in the target language, increased re-entry 
programming and expectation of contribution to community. 

• Professional development opportunities for member school faculty, including short-term 
participation in the new curricular structure or participation in the SYA Conference on Teaching 
and Learning Abroad. 

• New resources for classes at members schools and faculty connections. 
• Collaboration on short-term, group participation in elements of the new curriculum. 
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