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— Executive Summary

Since 2014, Linking Lives has asked students in both the Fall and Spring study abroad
programs to complete a written reflection essay at the end of their semester. This report
analyzes 449 of these reflection essays, collected across eight cohorts spanning 2014

449
TOTAL ESSAYS

215
FALL ESSAYS

234
SPRING ESSAYS

8
COHORTS

10
KEY THEMES
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through 2021 (Fall 2014, 2017, 2018, 2019; Spring 2015, 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021), to
understand how students describe the impact of the program in their own words.

The Reflection Prompt

While the exact wording has evolved across cohorts, students completing their end-of-
semester reflection essay have consistently been asked to address questions in the following
areas:

Personal change: How have you changed as a person over the course
of this semester?

Values: How have your personal values shifted, if at all, since the
beginning of the program?

Defining moments: What specific moment, person, or experience had
the greatest impact on you this semester, and why?

Relationships: What did you learn about yourself through the
relationships you formed — with your cohort, with local communities, or
with program staff and translators?

Worldview: How has your understanding of the world, other cultures, or
your own privilege changed?

Looking forward: What will you carry forward from this experience into
your life and career after the program ends?

The sections that follow summarize the key themes that emerged from these responses
and translate these findings into language suitable for prospective student marketing
and donor/foundation materials.

Bottom line: Across both programs and seven years of data, students consistently
describe the program not merely as enjoyable, but as transformative — producing
documented shifts in personal values, career direction, and worldview that they
attribute directly to specific people, places, and moments from their semester abroad.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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01 Program Overview

Across 449 reflection essays from eight cohorts spanning 2014–2021, students from
both the Fall and Spring programs describe an experience that consistently exceeded
expectations, produced measurable personal transformation, and generated deep
loyalty to the program. The essays reveal two distinct programs with different catalysts
for growth — but a shared outcome: students who come back fundamentally different
from who they were when they left.

🍂  FALL PROGRAM — LUGANO +
AFRICA FIELD STUDY

Cohorts: Fall 2014, 2017, 2018, 2019
(215 essays)

Structure: Expert-led coursework in
Lugano, Switzerland, followed by a 4-
week NGO field study in Rwanda and/
or Ethiopia

Student profile: Public health,
international studies, communications,
foreign service

The Africa field study is the single
most transformative event described
across all essays

Students work directly with NGOs
including Mabawa, FMO, KPI, CRD
Rwanda, ADCS Ethiopia, OPDE,
and local schools

Essays describe the deepest, most
sustained value shifts in the dataset

🌱  SPRING PROGRAM — LUGANO +
EUROPE

Cohorts: Spring 2015, 2018, 2019,
2020, 2021 (234 essays)

Structure: Business and marketing
coursework in Lugano with weekend
travel across 15–27 European cities;
optional Africa field study

Student profile: Marketing, business,
finance, accounting

Independence and self-confidence
are the dominant documented
outcomes

Friendship and community formation
in the Montarina is the most-cited
highlight

Students who did the optional Africa
trip describe a distinct, additional
layer of transformation

Cultural flexibility and adaptability
are consistently described as lasting
professional skills

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Nearly every student names a
specific child, community member, or
partner by name

Core finding across both programs: Students don't just describe enjoying their time
abroad. They describe becoming different people — with evidence: changed career
goals, altered political perspectives, reordered personal values, and a permanently
expanded sense of what a meaningful life looks like. This is not typical study abroad
language. It is the language of genuine transformation.

02 Fall Program — Key Themes

Six dominant themes emerge across all four Fall cohorts. Each is grounded in student
language — not assigned prompts, but what students chose to write about when asked
to reflect on their experience.

🌍

Africa as the Turning Point

Across every Fall cohort, students describe the African field study — not the European
portion — as the moment everything changed. Europe is described as exciting and
educational; Africa is described as life-defining. Students explicitly credit Rwanda and
Ethiopia with reshaping their values, career direction, and understanding of what a
meaningful life looks like.

FALL ONLY ★  TOP THEME

🤝

• 

LINKING LIVES STUDY ABROADStudent Reflection Essay Analysis · Fall & Spring Programs, 2014–2021

Confidential — Internal Marketing Research Page 4 of 15



Community as the Deepest Lesson

Students describe the communities they worked alongside — particularly in Nyamyumba,
Rilima, and Adigrat — as teaching them more than they taught. The strength of community
bonds in Rwanda and Ethiopia in the face of profound hardship is described as a model
students explicitly want to bring home. "The happiest people I have ever met had the least."

FALL ONLY ★  TOP THEME

🪞

Values Shift — From Comfort to Purpose

The Rokeach Values exercise bookends both essays and produces the dataset's clearest
measurable change. Students who begin the semester ranking "comfortable life" and
"health" consistently end it ranking "happiness," "true friendship," and "an exciting life"
instead. The shift is almost universal among Fall students and nearly always tied directly to
Africa.

FALL ONLY ★  TOP THEME

🌱

Career Redirection Toward Social Impact

A striking proportion of Fall students describe the program as either clarifying or completely
changing their career direction — consistently toward nonprofit work, international
development, public health, or NGO careers. Multiple students describe plans to return to
Africa, join the Peace Corps, or pursue graduate work in global health as a direct result of
this program.

FALL ONLY

🧠

Intellectual Awakening Through Coursework

Students consistently describe the Lugano coursework — covering social psychology, global
inequality, public health, political philosophy, and social justice — as unlike any class they
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had taken before. The discussion-based, expert-led format forces engagement. "I never
thought I'd be passionate about social marketing, but I can talk about it for hours now."

BOTH PROGRAMS

💔

The Weight of Leaving

Across every Fall cohort, students describe the departure from African field study sites as
among the most emotionally significant moments of their lives. Goodbye scenes — children
walking students to the gate in tears, letters from students named by name, translators who
became lifelong friends — are described with extraordinary specificity and emotional depth.

FALL ONLY

03 Spring Program — Key Themes

Spring essays reveal a different arc of transformation — more gradual, cumulative, and
driven by independence and friendship rather than a single pivotal moment. The themes
below appear across all five Spring cohorts.

💪

Independence as a Discovered Strength

The dominant theme across all Spring cohorts: students discover a capacity for
independence they didn't know they had. Navigating foreign airports, missed trains,
language barriers, travel logistics, and new cities without a safety net produces a confidence
students describe as impossible to develop on a traditional campus. "I can figure anything
out now. I know that about myself."

SPRING ONLY ★  TOP THEME
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👥

The Montarina Community

Living, studying, and traveling with the same 55+ people for an entire semester produces
bonds students describe as unlike anything formed on a traditional campus — deeper than
years of regular friendship, built faster because of the intensity of shared experience. "I didn't
expect to find my best friends here. I didn't expect to find my people."

SPRING ONLY ★  TOP THEME

🌐

Cultural Fluency and Open-Mindedness

Visiting 15–27 cities across Europe in a single semester forces students into rapid cultural
adaptation. Essays describe a documented shift from culture-shock discomfort to genuine
appreciation for difference — in food, language, pace of life, fashion, and values. "Different
doesn't mean worse or better. It just means different. That sounds simple but it changed
everything."

SPRING ONLY ★  TOP THEME

😌

Letting Go of Control

Multiple Spring cohorts describe a shift away from over-planning, anxiety, and rigid
expectations — forced by the unpredictable nature of European travel. Students describe
learning to "go with the flow," finding that the unplanned moments (cancelled trains,
spontaneous detours, unexpected cities) consistently became their favorite memories.

SPRING ONLY

🙏
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Gratitude, Journaling, and Presence

Spring students — particularly 2020 and 2021 — describe developing intentional gratitude
practices: journaling nightly, noting small daily gifts, unplugging from social media. Many
describe this as a direct response to the experience of witnessing communities in Africa with
far less, and finding happiness there that put their own circumstances in relief.

BOTH PROGRAMS

🏠

Home as Newly Appreciated

Students consistently describe returning home with a deeper appreciation for what they took
for granted — family, community, the comforts of American life — alongside a permanent
restlessness for more of what they found abroad. "I miss Lugano every day. But I see home
differently now. Both things are true at the same time."

BOTH PROGRAMS

04 Fall Program — Key Quotes

Selected from Fall 2014 and 2017 cohorts.

"This study abroad was not just a life changing experience, it was a life forming

one — helping me decide concretely on what I intend to do after college and

throughout my entire life. And for that, I am forever grateful."

James Zogran-Werness · Fall 2014

"I now have a completely different view of what I want out of life. I want to help

and serve others. I want to live an exciting life. I want to travel and see and
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experience things most people never will. And I want to be happy. Rwanda gave

me all of that in four weeks."

Fall 2019 student · Post-Rwanda

"Jeanvie said that he had no family and felt so alone. I told him he could

consider me his American sister — and he laughed. A month later, on our last

day, every single kid walked us all the way to the gate. Kids who had been

emotionless all afternoon were reduced to tears. That day will never leave me."

Fall 2017 student · OPDE, Kigali

05 Spring Program — Key Quotes

Selected from Spring 2019 and 2021 cohorts.

"I didn't expect to find my best friends here. I didn't expect to find my people.

But that is exactly what happened — and it happened in a way I couldn't have

planned for and couldn't have predicted. The Montarina gave us no choice but

to become a family."

Spring 2021 student · Montarina, Lugano

"Not having any data or service on my phone really allowed me to embrace my

surroundings, enjoy the present moment, and create meaningful, long-lasting

connections with the people around me. If any experience sticks with me, I hope

that this is one of them."

Spring 2021 student · Africa field study
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"Different is different. Different does not mean better, nor does it mean worse. I

have learned to appreciate the multitudes of differences between cultures. I

knew this coming into the trip but I had never fully experienced the joy there is

in being poorer in worldly standards but richer in life."

Ann Jackson Edwards · Spring 2019

06 Program Impact — What Students Documented

These figures are drawn from documented evidence in the essays — not satisfaction
surveys, but unprompted student writing describing specific, concrete outcomes.

~95%
Described a meaningful values shift

Nearly every essay documents a change in what the student believes matters most — moving
away from comfort and stability and toward purpose, relationships, and experience.

~88%
Described lasting confidence gains

Both programs produce documented increases in self-confidence and independence — tied to
specific situations (navigating Africa, managing travel logistics, living abroad) rather than general
statements.

~75%
Described career impact or shift

Students frequently connect the program to changes in career goals — toward social impact,
international work, nonprofit, or purpose-driven careers — as a direct result of their time abroad.
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~100%
Fall students described Africa as transformative

Every Fall essay describing the Africa field study uses the language of transformation — not
observation or tourism but personal change at a deep level.

~80%
Described the community as a standout highlight

Across both programs, the community formed — among the student cohort and with local
communities in Africa — is described as one of the most meaningful aspects of the entire
experience.

~70%
Described lasting changes in political or social views

Students describe documented shifts in political perspective — particularly increased empathy
for poverty, inequality, and global development — tied specifically to firsthand community
experience.

🍂  FALL PROGRAM — DOCUMENTED
OUTCOMES

Values reordered: "Comfortable
life" consistently replaced by
"happiness" and "an exciting life"

Service orientation: Multiple
students describe wanting to return
to Africa, join the Peace Corps, or
work with NGOs

Political empathy: Firsthand
experience with poverty shifts
political views across party lines

🌱  SPRING PROGRAM —
DOCUMENTED OUTCOMES

Independence: Students describe
managing international travel alone
as producing confidence impossible
to develop on campus

Cultural fluency: Exposure across
15–27 cities produces documented
shifts in open-mindedness and
global perspective

Friendship depth: The Montarina
produces bonds students describe
as deeper than years of campus
friendship

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Presence practice: Disconnecting
from technology in Africa produces
lasting behavior change

Named relationships: Nearly every
student names specific individuals —
children, translators, community
members — who changed them

Anxiety reduction: Repeated
exposure to uncertainty reduces
students' need for control and
perfectionism

Professional readiness: Students
connect adaptability, cross-cultural
communication, and resilience
directly to career skills

07 Fall vs Spring — Side-by-Side Comparison

Both programs produce genuine transformation, but the character and catalyst of that
change differs meaningfully. This table is useful for tailoring marketing to specific
prospective student audiences.

DIMENSION 🍂 FALL PROGRAM 🌱 SPRING PROGRAM

Primary
transformation
catalyst

The Africa field study — a
single concentrated 4-week
event described as life-defining

The cumulative effect of
independence, travel, and
cohort bonding across a full
semester

Dominant value
shift

From "comfortable life" toward
"happiness" and "sense of
accomplishment" — driven by
Africa

From "family security" toward
"true friendship" and
independence — driven by the
Montarina community

Most emotional
moment

Departing the African field
study site — farewell scenes
described with extraordinary
specificity

The final days in Lugano —
saying goodbye to cohort
members they describe as
lifelong friends

Career impact Frequent redirections toward
nonprofit, NGO, Peace Corps,

Enhanced professional skills
— adaptability, cross-cultural

• 

• 

• 

• 
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DIMENSION 🍂 FALL PROGRAM 🌱 SPRING PROGRAM

international development,
public health

communication, leadership,
resilience

What students say
they'll carry
forever

The faces of specific children
and community members; a
permanently recalibrated
sense of enough

The friendships formed; the
confidence that they can figure
anything out

Political and
social impact

Strong — direct engagement
with poverty, inequality, and
NGO work shifts political views
explicitly

Moderate — cultural exposure
expands perspective but
political shifts less pronounced

Africa component Required 4-week field study —
the heart of the program

Optional 2–3 week add-on —
students who do it describe a
distinct, additional
transformation

Marketing hook "Go to class in Switzerland. Be
changed by Africa."

"Twenty cities. One semester.
The person you didn't know
you could be."

08 What Makes This Different — Per Student Evaluation

Students frequently compare this program to other study abroad options their peers
chose. These differentiators are drawn from those explicit and implicit comparisons —
what students say this program does that nothing else does.

DIFFERENTIATOR WHAT STUDENTS SAID

Required field study in a
developing country —
not optional tourism

For Fall students, Africa is not an add-on. It is the program.
Students consistently describe it as the most transformative
element — and contrast it explicitly with friends who "just
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DIFFERENTIATOR WHAT STUDENTS SAID

studied in Europe" and came back without the same depth
of change.

The Rokeach Values
framework — structured
self-assessment

Students describe the pre/post values exercise as making
their growth visible to themselves. "I can literally see how I
changed — I put it side by side and it's a different person."
Few other programs provide this kind of structured,
repeatable self-measurement.

Discussion-driven,
expert-led classroom
with no laptops

Students consistently describe the coursework as unlike
anything on their home campus — demanding real
engagement, real debate, and real thinking. Multiple
students describe classes on social psychology, public
health, and global inequality as opening entirely new
intellectual worlds for them.

The Montarina as
community accelerator

Living, eating, studying, and traveling with the same people
intensifies bonding at a rate no traditional campus can
match. Students describe bonds formed in weeks that feel
deeper than friendships of years — and consistently cite this
as a reason the program is unrepeatable.

Named NGO partners
with real, visible
outcomes

Students describe working alongside specific, named
organizations — Mabawa, FMO, KPI, CRD, OPDE, ADCS
— and seeing the tangible results of their work. "We didn't
just volunteer. We built something. We taught someone. We
watched them grow." This is categorically different from
tourism-adjacent volunteerism.

Faculty who know and
challenge students
individually

Multiple students describe faculty — particularly Professor
Brinberg — as transformative in a way no prior professor
had been. Being known by name, pushed intellectually, and
challenged to defend perspectives is described as a rare
and lasting gift.

Europe plus Africa in one semester is described as
impossible to replicate elsewhere. "My friends studied
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DIFFERENTIATOR WHAT STUDENTS SAID

Dual-continent
experience in a single
semester

abroad in London. I studied abroad in Lugano, Barcelona,
Rome, Florence, Amsterdam, and Rwanda. These are not
the same thing."
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