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. . . nothing so liberalizes a man and expands the kindly instincts that nature put in him as 
travel and contact with many kinds of people. 

– Mark Twain, Letter dated May 18, 1867 
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K, you’ve decided to do it. Now the question is how to choose an international study abroad 
program. The best way to learn a foreign language is to immerse yourself in it and learn 

from people who speak it naturally. 

But where to study? 

Here’s help: a guide to 
searching the web for an 
international study abroad 
program suited to you.  

Keep in mind that a snazzy 
website doesn’t guarantee top-
notch classes. Or that a poor 
website means the school’s 
lousy. But unless you have 
trusted friends who know 
firsthand the perfect school 
for you, the web’s the best 
place to start your search. Use 
our battle-tested experiences 
to guide you. 

 

First, let us come clean about the biases behind our suggestions: 

 We assume your primary goal is to learn the language – not merely earn college credit. 
 We believe you learn best when you immerse yourself in the culture and the language. That 

means you plan to devote at least 3-4 hours a day to classroom study, that you live with a 
local family, and that you commit yourself to working on the language outside classroom 
hours.  

 We encourage college students to enroll in formal study abroad programs, but we’re not 
reviewing them here. Talk to your college’s study abroad program about those opportunities. 

Second, a note about how we’ve organized this e-pamphlet: Choosing the best school for you 
means more than looking at individual schools. Sections one and two below offer a context for 
considering language schools. Section three helps you focus on specific international study 
abroad programs.  

O
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For a form you can use to evaluate language schools, see page 11. 

For a sample of a completed evaluation form, see page 13. 

For links to Spanish language schools in Cusco, Peru, click 
http://www.yourlanguageguide.com/support-files/spanish-language-study-abroad.pdf. 

�	��������������	����
��	������

tudying abroad sets you on-stage for travel, adventure and exploration. Why not study in the 
location that intrigues you the most? Ask yourself: 

 What type of setting fires my imagination? The beach, mountains, famous 
historic or geographic sites, ancient cultures such as the Mayans or 
Incas? An international study abroad program should be fun as well as 
productive. Pick a place that suits both your recreation and language needs. 

 City life or rural relaxation? Cities offer restaurants, night life, 
entertainment – but for many students, irresistible Siren-like diversions from their language-
learning goals. A rural setting can be picturesque – but may be lonely or physically 
challenging for some. Ask yourself, How well can I focus? How best can I meet my language 
goals? 

 Should I focus on a “Language Center”? Some cities offer a variety of schools. For example, 
Spanish learners can choose from Cusco, Peru, Cuernavaca, Mexico, and Salamanca, Spain, 
among many locales. You’ll find others in the first half-hour of your website search. The 
advantage of such cities is that if your first choice doesn’t work out, you can switch to a 
school that better fits your needs. 

 What are my language needs? Remember that often a language is spoken quite differently in 
different locations, e.g. Spanish in Mexico vs. Spanish in Spain. If you plan to work with 
Mexican immigrants to the U.S., for instance, you’ll probably want to study in Mexico. 

�	�����������	�
�	
�������	�������
�

ome language schools are locally run. Others are businesses that run international study 
abroad programs in more than one country. Some website listings aren’t language schools at 

all, but agencies that refer clients to specific schools. Each has its own pluses and minuses. Look 
at them carefully.  For examples of programs in Cuscu, Peru click on our listing of schools at 
http://www.yourlanguageguide.com/support-files/spanish-language-study-abroad.pdf.  

 

 

S
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These are community-specific, set up and run by local or expatriate entrepreneurs. In 
“Language Center” cities, many will be small spin-offs set up by disaffected teachers 
who have moved on from older schools. Or they are run by entrepreneurs who believe 
they can offer more effective instruction (or make money on what they see as a 
lucrative enterprise). 

Because they are locally run, school officials are anchored in the community. They 
are physically present and can react to your concerns. Some use creative, well-developed 
curricula and methods and hire experienced highly qualified teachers.  

On the other hand, some may skimp to be economically competitive, i.e., hire less experienced 
teachers, or use a haphazard curriculum. Be sure to probe – see Section 3 for questions.   

 For examples of quality locally run programs in Peru, click our listings on Máximo Nivel and 
ACUPARI. 

 Some local programs are outgrowths of interesting local causes and development projects. 
For examples in Peru, click on our listings for FairPlay, and San Blas. 

 Many locally run language schools issue certificates of completion or certificates of 
attendance, but don’t offer college credit. In general, if you’re a college student and hope to 
get college credit for your study abroad, arrange this before you leave for your overseas 
study. 

�����������������������
��

These are businesses that offer international study abroad programs in many countries and local 
communities. Many have lots of experience in a variety of settings and a offer time-tested 
curriculum and methods. They also have the advantage of offering the opportunity for you to 
enroll in a familiar program in more than one country.  

A downside is that a standard curriculum and methods can become a straight jacket that may not 
be appropriate to a local area, or flexible enough to respond to individual needs. Such schools 
often require payment in advance – a powerful disincentive to changing schools if you find that it 
doesn’t meet your needs. They also tend to be more expensive than locally run programs. 

 For an example of a well-established program, click on our listing for Don Quijote, a multi-
site Spanish school that has expanded by contracting with schools throughout Latin America. 

������������
�����

These organizations advertise international study abroad programs in many countries, at many 
sites. They contract with local schools rather than run them themselves. You’ll find many of their 
web sites vague as to specific sites, since they’re trying to cover the whole gamut.  
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These agencies have the advantage of offering a broad range of locations and programs. They 
also offer one stop shopping – you don’t have to spend hours and hours researching 
individual schools. 

A downside is that agency programs may cost more since their fees include their 
administrative overhead on top of the school’s instructional costs. 

 For examples of such agencies, click on our listings for Cactus Language and AmeriSpan. 

�	������������� ���	� 	
�	���!
�����	���
!!�

t’s hard to know from a website alone if a specific international study abroad program will fit 
your needs. Obviously, the best bet is to check them out in person. Usually not practical. Here 

are some things to look for and some questions to ask as you evaluate various schools, and/or e-
mail them for further information. 

�������
����
�������������

���������	
�����	� : Experience matters. Schools with a track record are likely to have 
seasoned teachers who use consistent, effective methods.  

�����
�����	������	�������������	�� : Schools accredited by professional groups such as the 
Instituto Cervantes have gone through external evaluation. Chances are they’ll be better than 
upstarts. 

���������� : Modern classrooms, a lovely courtyard and sculptured gardens won’t guarantee success 
– but they sure make for more pleasant learning than make-shift rooms in an old schoolhouse. 
Does it have a place to meet and chat with other students and teachers? 

�	����	� : Studying near the main plaza or an art district provides access to cafés, shopping, and 
transportation. Convenience is important. It’s no joy hoofing it back and forth to an isolated old 
building in the industrial area across the railroad tracks.  

��������	����������	
���������������������	
������� �� : Larger staff and student body increase the 
chance that you’ll make new friends, and that the school offers more services. On the other hand, 
a smaller school might be more personal, more attentive to your individual needs. 

�   Be alert to seasonal differences: generally, schools have more students when 
American and European colleges are on summer vacation. 

��������� : Does the school offer snacks or coffee and tea; access to computers, mail service, 
storage when you’re traveling? A place to make international phone calls? Does it use modern 
video equipment, tape recorders, etc.? 

I
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����������
�����������������
�����	�� : International study abroad programs with 
experienced, certified teachers tend to have solid programs. But remain vigilant: 
remember your college and high school years – some experienced teachers become 

complacent. 

�����������������
�������� : Look for a maximum of 4 or less. Ask about the average size 
as well as maximum size. Particularly in the off-season, classes might be fewer than 4. 

����	���������������� : Most schools claim to test and place their students in classes appropriate to 
their language ability, to be able to adapt their program to your needs, to have well-trained, 
student-oriented teachers, etc. Few, however, explain clearly their educational philosophy or 
detail their teaching methods. Some things to look for and to ask about: 

Does the school have a written curriculum, a basic text, and articulated teaching methods? 

 Emphasis on using the language vs. knowing its grammar. Be clear about your own goals. Do 
you want to communicate in the language or learn to describe its rules? To speak and 
understand oral language or read and write it? (Though these aren’t mutually exclusive, 
mastering one doesn’t necessary mean you master the others.) 

 Emphasis on oral practice vs. lecture and/or written exercises.  
 Integration of classroom learning into the community. Does the school 

organize student  excursions such as field trips? Lunches with teachers or 
locals? Hints on how to get the most out of your home stay? Opportunities to 
meet and learn from local native speakers outside the school, e.g. “Tandem” 
learning opportunities? 

 Flexibility and adaptability: Do you study with more than one teacher? Can 
you change teachers? Is the school willing to adapt its methods to your specific needs? Can 
you get your money back if you’re not satisfied – what is their refund policy? 

�
���	����
���������

 �!�������	��
�� : Some international study abroad programs charge registration fees. Many don’t. 

"������	���� : To compare prices, find out the weekly cost of 4 hours/day – 20 hours/week. Check 
both small group classes and 1-on-1 rates. Do fees include textbooks or are they extra? 

#������	���	���� : 6-8 hours/day – 30-40 hours/week. Both group and 1-on-1 rates.  

�
�������	����� : Does the school offer courses aimed at specific language needs, e.g., language for 
medical professionals, language for English as a Second Language teachers, etc? 

$��	��������	�������� : Does the school require that you enroll for a certain number of weeks? 
Does it offer short-term enrollment? 
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%���	���� : Does the school offer a discount if you enroll for long periods, e.g., more 
than a month or if you enroll more than one person, e.g. husband and wife, 
children; a friend? 

&�'������������� : Is payment required in advance? If not, is there a discount for 
paying in advance? Is payment required up front or weekly? 

����

������
��

Most schools quote fees for accommodations as either home stay (living with a local family) or 
some type of student lodging – hotel, dorm, student house, apartment. Some quote a package that 
combines education, housing and meals. Others calculate these separately – usually classroom 
fees as one price, housing and meals as another. Make sure you compare apples to apples. 

(	������' : Is it a private or shared room? Private or shared bath? Private entrance? Do you get a 
key so you can come and go as you wish? Can you lock the room when you’re gone? How many 
meals a day (and per week) are included? Do you eat with the family? Will other students be 
staying in the same house? Are laundry services provided? What is the per-week rate? How are 
homes selected? Do you have a say in what type of family you live with? 

���������)��*��	���+����������
��������+��	��� . Accommodations vary greatly. Check the prices, but 
also ask the same types of questions as for homestay, particularly whether the price includes 
meals 7 days a week, or fewer. Or, in the case of apartments, cooking facilities.  

�  In Cusco, Peru, most schools charge the same rate per person, e.g. married couples 
pay the same rate as two singles living in separate rooms. Some schools, however, offer a 
discount for couples – ask for the price for a matrimonial bed. 

�  If you’re really serious about learning the language, you’re better off in a single 
placement, i.e., with a family without other foreign students. At times, it’s tough, but you 
get more language practice that way. Having house mates is a great way to make friends, 
but it can slow down your language learning – it’s easier to speak English than the target 
language. 

���
���������
�

���
��� : Don’t forget to add in this basic cost from your home to the location of your school. 

,��������)����	��� : Be sure you account for travel costs such as an overnight stay in the 
international airport city, flight to a different city, bus or taxi fare, etc. 

���
	���
��-�
 : Will program staff meet you at the airport upon arrival? Is there a cost? 

�  In Cusco, Peru, many international flights arrive in Lima late at night. You’ll need to 
stay overnight and take a morning flight to Cusco. Most international study abroad 
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programs will arrange airport pickup and delivery the next morning, and an overnight 
hostel – for an additional fee. But it saves a lot of hassle. 

�	�����������������

&�	!���.�
	��	��������������)���� : Does the school offer cultural events, classes, or 
workshops, e.g. folk dancing, local handicrafts and arts, cooking classes, mixers and 
school parties? Are they free or do they cost extra? Are such programs integrated with 
the language curriculum? 

�  International study abroad programs that offer such extras tend to view language in 
the overall context of culture. They also understand the value of creating student and staff 
cohesiveness. 

�	�����	���+��������	�� : Does the school sponsor or provide access to out-of-school excursions to 
area historic and culturally important sites? Does it have easy access to travel agents?  

���!��!������!��*  Does the school teach English to locals? If so, you have built-in access to 
setting up a tandem with a local English-language student. Does it teach a local language? If, for 
example, you’re interested in Incan history, you might want to study at a Spanish-language 
school that also offers classes in Quecha. 

������������ : Does the school offer medical insurance? How much is it? Does it offer referral to 
local physicians or other medical care? If you’re staying for a month or more, chances are you’re 
going to have a sick day or two. When you’re feeling lousy, this is very important. 

,��������)���� : In general, does the school demonstrate its willingness to make life easier for its 
students? Examples: does it have free internet? Currency exchange? A staff member designated 
to help if you have problems with your host family? If you’re the victim of crime?  

������	
�����������	
����� ��!�

A home stay is a great way to get to know local folks outside the classroom. So is 
volunteering at a local agency or institution. Does the school offer such placements? 
If so, be sure to check the fees and the types of placements possible. 

�   Many schools require a certain level of language ability, as well as a longer time 
commitment to participate in a volunteer program. Be sure to ask. 

"����������
����
����

Successful language learning depends on the relationships you establish with your teachers and 
the school staff. Get a sense of how responsive the staff is to student needs before you sign up. 
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E-mail a few questions. Do they respond quickly? Is the response personal and relevant, e.g. 
does someone answer your questions, or merely cut and paste passages from the website? 

�  Keep in mind that schools change; a website may not reflect courses added or 
dropped. If you have a special interest, ask if the school can meet that interest. For 
example, many Spanish-language schools offer weekly salsa lessons. If you’re gung-ho 
to excel at salsa or tango, you’ll need more than once-a-week instruction. Ask if they will 
arrange daily classes or additional opportunities to practice – or both. 
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