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Abstract:  

This research paper examines the impact of the American Bosnian Collaboration Project 

(ABC) on the personal and professional lives of past teaching alumni, with a specific focus on their 

use of intercultural communication competence (ICC) skills after the project. This research was 

conducted through an anonymous survey sent out to past teachers whose results were then analyzed 

through qualitative methods. The teachers surveyed were both American and Bosnian co-teachers 

who taught and encouraged ICC throughout the course of an informal summer educational program 

in Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina. Analysis of the surveys strongly suggests the ABC Project: 

(1) provided past teachers with a positive intercultural teaching experience and (2) positively 

affected their ability to continue to recognize and use ICC in their professional and personal lives 

after the ABC Project.  
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Introduction and Research Question   

The American-Bosnian Collaboration (ABC) Project is an international teaching and 

research project that is intended to foster cross-cultural communication and relationships between 

students and teachers alike. Typically the Project takes place in Sarajevo where William & Mary 

students and Bosnian co-teachers collaborate in efforts to promote intercultural communication 

competence or ICC skills. In 2020, the project instead took place virtually due to Covid-19, with co-

teachers holding weekly online classes with Bosnian students. Regardless of the recent changes, we 

determined that it would be valuable to measure how the ABC project affected the teachers 

personally and their ability to utilize ICC skills. In order to measure the impact of the experience on 

past teachers we conducted a survey to collect qualitative data intended to encapsulate the varying 

experiences and reflections of teacher alumni. This research both describes the survey results, 

providing a qualitative analysis of the responses, while also reflecting on trends found in the 

responses and recommendations for potential improvements suggested by the alumni.  

 

Literature Review  

 A key focus of the American Bosnian Collaboration Project has been the promotion of 

intercultural communication competency skills, ICC, amongst both the students and the teachers 

involved in this international service learning and research project. This goal of promoting ICC is 

one that is endorsed by the Council of Europe, of which Bosnia and Herzegovina is a member, as 

well as one that is widely recognized by a variety of scholars and educators. It is the hope of the 

ABC’s project participants that further understanding of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s multiethnic 

culture, combined with training in ICC collaborative teaching between William & Mary and the 

University of Sarajevo will encourage intercultural communication competence needed to thrive in 

an increasingly diverse and interconnected global community.  
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To improve the positive impact of the ABC Project and to contribute to literature on the 

development and practice of ICC, the project has incorporated a research component to assess its 

ability to promote ICC competencies. Research on international service-learning projects suggests 

that rigorous assessments of such projects' impact are rare and encourages such assessments in order 

to improve positive impact (Schroeder et al., 2009). Our research built on rare research conducted in 

Bosnia on ICC, led by our Bosnian partner, University of Sarajevo Associate Professor Larisa 

Kasumagić-Kafedžić. This research on ICC in formal English language classrooms in the Sarajevo 

region found that while virtually all English language teachers agreed on the importance of 

developing ICC competencies among themselves and their students, few of them felt they had the 

opportunity to engage in activities that promote them (Kasumagić-Kafedžić, 2015). The American 

Bosnian Collaboration Project’s informal educational activities are designed to help fill this gap.  

The ABC Project seeks to have a long term impact on student teachers’ and children’s ICC 

skills. However, so far, the ABC Project has focused on assessing the immediate impact of the 

summer educational activities on participants’ ICC skills, rather than on assessing the long term 

impact on participants’ skills in their subsequent professional lives as teachers and in other careers. 

More specifically, past years’ research has focused on how in-class activities have affected 

primarily children’s, and to a lesser extent student teachers’, acquisition of intercultural competence 

(Kasumagić-Kafedžić et al., 2018). Assessing whether and how the ABC Project helps university 

students develop and exercise long-term skills in contexts beyond the Project is important for 

evaluating how the project is in meeting its goals and how it can improve its efforts to reach these 

goals.  

Intercultural competence encompasses the ability to interact effectively with people from 

cultures that we recognize as being different from our own, while understanding that cultures 

simultaneously share and differ in certain aspects, e.g. beliefs, habits and values (Lazar et al., 2007). 



3 

ICC contains the dimensions of attitudes, knowledge, and skills, as well as linguistic, 

sociolinguistic, and discourse components (Canale and Swain, 1981). The dimension of attitudes 

emphasizes curiosity and openness, as well as readiness to see other cultures and the speaker's own 

without being judgmental. The knowledge dimension includes the abilities to function linguistically 

in the target language, to interact in different contexts, to adjust to different contexts while 

integrating new experiences, and to use efficiently communicative competence. Skills include 

abilities of interpreting and relating, discovery and interaction, and critical awareness (Byram, 

1997). The approach to training teachers expands beyond the traditional methods in Bosnia that are 

more subject based, instead emphasizing pedagogy courses and encouraging critical thinking within 

the classroom in order to address issues of conflict (Kasumagić-Kafedžić 2017). During the summer 

educational activities, student-teachers educate students on ICC skills and strategies to deal with 

post-conflict societies, in addition to practicing their own ICC skills and reflecting on their 

challenges and personal experiences.  

 

Research Methods 

Qualtrics Survey  

 A survey developed through qualtrics was conducted in order to gather qualitative data that 

could then be analyzed to study the impact of the ABC project on teaching alumni. The anonymous 

nature of the survey allowed participants to give candid responses about their personal experiences 

while also critically reflecting on ways the project could be improved upon. This survey was sent 

out to both American and Bosnian co-teachers and consisted of 16 open-ended questions that 

focused on the skills useful for the current life of the alum and their reflections on experiences in 

the ABC project. The survey requested specific examples of intercultural communication 

competence in action, asking the participants to reflect on their difficulties and successes during the 
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ABC project. It intended to ask for information about why the ABC Project is or is not useful for 

their professional lives. Furthermore, a couple questions asked participants how they were able to 

use ICC skills and their experience with the ABC project in their professional and personal lives, 

once again asking for examples. Lastly, the survey invited recommendations on how the project 

could be improved upon to better assist teachers and university students in the future. The surveys 

were then sent out multiple times of the course of 2 months gathering 14 responses.  

Mixed Methods Approach 

 I used a mixed methods approach, albeit one that focused on gathering qualitative data, in 

order to effectively answer the research questions. This facilitated a fuller comprehension of the 

extent to which and how ICC skills were relevant to teachers during the project and beyond their 

work in the classroom and project. The survey was therefore comprised of two primary 

components: reflection of skills developed during the ABC Project and the application of these 

skills within past student-teachers’ current professional lives. The reflection portion focused on the 

participants' usage of ICC skills over the course of the ABC Project, asking them to recall examples 

of how they used such skills to address areas of conflict and expand their perspective. The other 

component asked participants to consider the continued use of ICC skills in their professional and 

personal lives. This allowed assessment of whether the skills that were utilized over the course of 

the project contributed to the professional development of past teachers, helping them navigate 

fluidly through different cultural contexts and conflicts.  

Description of Participants  

 Those surveyed were all past co-teachers from the American-Bosnian Collaboration project 

who had served in Bosnia through service learning teaching, with some having served over 

consecutive summers. The survey was emailed to 56 past teachers, all of whom were more recent 

participants in the project, serving in the summer between 2014 and 2020. Approximately 45% of 
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those emailed were American, while 55% were Bosnian. To recruit these participants I sent emails 

out with links to the survey that described the research goals and the voluntary and anonymous 

nature of the survey. There was a 25% response rate to the survey, with 14 participants replying. Of 

the 14 teachers who responded to the survey, 7 were Bosnian (50 % of the respondents) and 4 were 

American (28% of the respondents). For the remaining 3 respondents, the nationality was unclear. 

Currently, many of the participants work as teachers, at NGOs, or are continuing studies in 

education or peace education.  

Data Analysis Techniques  

 I used qualitative content analysis in order to analyze the varied responses received from 

past teacher alumni throughout the survey. In doing so I was able to draw connections between 

responses and find commonalities in the things that were mentioned or perhaps neglected to be 

mentioned at all. When reading the responses, I systematically tracked those that contained certain 

buzzwords that alluded to the use of ICC skills such as “communication, understanding, and 

perspective.” I also specifically focused on attitudes of change and reflection. In sum, I used 

qualitative content analysis in order to identify: (1) the specific ICC skills student teachers believe 

they were best (and least) able to exercise during and after the ABC Project, and (2) the conditions 

under which the students believed they were best (and least) able to further develop and exercise 

their ICC skills during the project and in their subsequent professional lives. Qualitative data 

analysis was guided by approaches discussed by Merriam and Tisdell’s Qualitative Research 

(2016).  

 

 Qualitative Analysis  

Background Questions  
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While most participants served for one summer (4 weeks) there were 3 participants who had 

served consecutive years in a row. Participants were found to be initially interested in the project for 

a variety of reasons, where the majority (9) mentioned how it provided relevant work experience. 

Other participants (4) were also motivated by the potential for new relationships with co-teachers 

and the students. In addition, 3 teachers specifically mentioned how it was an opportunity to 

improve their ICC skills and gain intercultural teaching experience. There were also 2 participants 

who mentioned that they were recommended for the project by a Professor or colleague and became 

interested once they learned about it. In sum, a majority of the participants saw the ABC Project as 

an opportunity to gain teaching experience, develop new relationships, and practice intercultural 

communication skills.  

Experiences During the ABC Project 

 The first portion of the survey asked participants to recall their experiences during the ABC 

Project and reflect on difficulties they encountered as well as valuable experiences that left a lasting 

impression on them.  In reference to difficulties, 5 of those surveyed responded that students often 

posed a challenge due to behavioral issues and cultural and linguistic barriers, at times making it 

difficult for them to teach. There were also 3 responses that focused on the difficulties that 

sometimes occurred between co-teachers, specifically a lack of clear communication that was 

connected to cultural differences. Multiple teachers described how Bosnians tended to be more 

direct, whereas Americans tended to be less direct, making it difficult to read the room when 

addressing an issue. Similarly, one Bosnian co-teacher pointed out how Americans tended to be 

punctual with meeting times whereas their Bosnian counterparts had a tendency to linger, 

something that they adjusted to over the course of the summer.  In addition, there were 7 responses 

that pointed out difficulties concerning lesson planning, and how it often required flexibility when 

lessons did not always work as planned. The difficulties encountered were therefore often 
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connected to issues of communication and language barriers that made aspects of the project more 

difficult, both between teachers and between teacher and student. While challenging at the time, 

these difficulties also often provided opportunities for further developing ICC, which are discussed 

in next section.  

The participants provided varied responses to what left a lasting impression on them, though 

the majority emphasized the relationships they made with students and other co-teachers. A 

majority of participants (8) mentioned how the students were a positive part of the project who 

impressed them with their creativity and passion. They felt as though the attitude and energy of the 

children made the project enjoyable and exciting, inspiring some of their later decisions to continue 

on as teachers. Similarly, 6 participants mentioned how they were positively affected by their 

interactions with their host parents or other co-teachers, describing how they provided new 

perspectives and were sources of encouragement. Six participants also mentioned that the ABC 

Project provided them with a unique teaching experience that illustrated not only teaching 

approaches but also management of non-profit initiatives and grassroots projects. These comments 

illustrate that the project provided an invaluable source of professional experience that proved 

relevant to a range of career goals even outside of teaching. Lastly, 4 participants specifically 

mentioned the cross cultural aspect of the project and how the work there inspired a new interest 

and passion in the region. In sum, the ABC project mainly affected the participants through 

providing them with valuable relationships that left a lasting impression on them, while also 

providing professional experience that was cross cultural.  

ICC Skills  

The next couple of questions specifically focused on Intercultural Communication 

Competence (ICC) that was a key focus of the American Bosnian Collaboration Project.  First, it 

was essential to ascertain whether the respondents were still familiar with Intercultural 
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Communication Competence, asking them to describe it in their own words. All the participants 

described ICC skills as relating to people of different cultures, having mutual understanding, having 

a flexible mindset, representing your own identity, communicating openly, exchanging ideas, and 

addressing prejudices. All respondents essentially grasped that ICC skills involve communication 

across cultures, which inspire reflection and an exchange of ideas.  

The next set of questions sought to assess ICC skills in action, asking participants to recall 

instances when they interacted with somebody of different viewpoints, discussed various 

techniques, and adjusted their perspective over time.2 A majority of the responses, 8, focused on the 

importance of communication and active listening in order to understand a different perspective and 

effectively solve conflict. This was directly connected to cultural differences, which 8 people 

mentioned as the source of conflict during their time in the project that required the use of ICC 

skills. Similarly, participants mentioned coping with varied teaching styles and utilizing conflict 

resolutions skills with students in the classroom. In this way, a majority of the participants had 

direct experience developing their ICC skills in order to address cultural differences and 

communication issues, learning how to interact in productive ways over time. Participants also 

stated where they were best able to critically reflect, mentioning the benefits of the formal and 

informal opportunities for reflection and discussion. The majority described the impact of the 

formal opportunities to reflect, with 3 mentioning the weekly meetings and 2 describing the 

importance of daily journaling in the evening. Four responses focused on the more informal coffee 

trips and casual chats that occurred after classes or during the weekend cultural trips. These 

responses described how teachers were better able to reflect in more casual and personal settings 

                                                
2 In hindsight this required specific examples that may have been difficult for respondents to remember, especially if 
they had participated in the program many years ago. In the future it may be helpful to ask these specific survey 
questions at the conclusion of every summer, closer to the time they had taught. This would allow student-teachers to 
better understand and recall the circumstances in which they best practiced or learned about ICC. 
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that allowed for a natural discussion of their experiences and difficulties. Two also described final 

class reflections, where teachers were able to share their favorite memories and experiences over the 

project, leaving a lasting impact. It was these opportunities to debrief, share, and reflect that allowed 

participants to consider their experiences and what they had learned over the course of the project.  

Professional Lives  

Nine of the respondents are currently teachers, with the majority working as teachers of 

English abroad. Three respondents are working in some capacity for a nonprofit, writing grants and 

involved in development and peace studies, while one is currently in school for a masters as an 

administrative agent. Of the respondents, 10 of them strongly replied that their participation in the 

ABC project had a significant impact on their present careers, while 2 replied that they had already 

wanted to be teachers prior to the project, and one individual stated how they had different goals 

ultimately. From the responses, it is clear that a majority of the respondents felt as though the ABC 

project inspired them in a positive way, encouraging them on a path towards teaching or making 

them aware of other passions within the nonprofit sector.  

Responses demonstrated that a majority of the participants utilized the ICC skills they had 

learned during the ABC project throughout the rest of their professional lives. A majority of the 

responses focused on the importance of communication and being understanding and open minded, 

especially since many of them worked in multicultural settings as teachers. Furthermore, 10 of the 

respondents specifically stated that they use ICC skills every day and often in many small ways, 

enabling them to communicate with people of different backgrounds, develop grant proposals, and 

connect to students. It is clear from the responses that they have utilized these skills in multiple 

settings, with one individual stating how “ICC skills are present and necessary in every exchange 

whether they are student-student, student-teacher, or teacher-teacher interactions.” In addition, all of 

the respondents asserted that the ABC project had helped to develop their ICC skills or at least 
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make them aware of areas of weakness. Participants specifically focused on how the ABC project 

made them more aware of the importance of teamwork, communication, and active listening, 

allowing them to consider the perspectives of others and address sensitive issues, both in their 

personal and professional lives.  

Suggestions for Improvement of the Project  

Participants provided suggestions on ways the ABC project could improve its effectiveness. 

One suggestion was for increased connection and communication between co-teachers prior to 

meeting in order to improve lesson planning and get on the same page. Others also mentioned the 

potential for a year-long course or even increasing the length of the service portion of the project for 

a couple months. Two responses suggested simulations or training online for teachers to practice 

prior to teaching in person, allowing them to learn how to respond to conflict or cultural differences. 

One response specifically emphasized cultural training activities such as reading and analyzing 

articles and seeing if participants were culturally picking up different points resulting in different 

interpretations. Another suggestion focused on practice teaching in a short session with Bosnian 

students prior to the formal start of the project, allowing for a short training with real students in 

order to become more comfortable. One participant advocated for expansion of the project through 

technology, addressing more complex issues in local communities while also increasing ICC skills. 

One respondent suggested considering a larger focus on teaching high schoolers. In addition, one 

response recommended expanding lessons so that they considered a wider variety of cultures and 

traditions, as well as looking into new ICC activities to enact in the classroom. In sum, many 

believed that the ABC project effectively promoted ICC skills but had hopes that the project could 

extend the time period and topics, while increasing emphasis on collaborative preparation and co-

teacher communication and teamwork.  

Gaps in the Data  
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While the survey did allow for candid and critical responses, it is essential to note that a 

majority of the responses tended to be positive with mild suggestions for improvement or change, 

none being overtly negative. There were 11 responses that included suggestions for improvement, 

while only one praised the past work of the project and two were vague. While there was a lot of 

variety in responses and many suggestions, it is obvious that a majority of those who choose to 

respond to the survey had an overall positive experience with the ABC project, something that may 

have influenced their decision to respond to the survey in the first place. This means that teachers 

who had more difficulties adjusting to the project may not be well represented in the study.  

 

Conclusion  

 The responses demonstrate that the ABC Project (1) provided past teachers with a positive 

intercultural teaching experience and (2) positively affected their ability to continue to recognize, 

use, and develop intercultural communication competence in their professional lives after the ABC 

project. ICC encompasses a wide range of skills, including communication, critical awareness, and 

open mindedness, all of which are relevant for post-conflict needs and professional development 

(Kasumagić-Kafedžić 2017).  

In addition, it is important to analyze and learn from the personal experiences, difficulties, 

and recommendations of past teachers of the Project, gathering their responses in order to further 

improve in the future. From the responses it is evident that many of the difficulties that were 

encountered throughout the project were connected to communication and language barriers further 

influenced by cultural differences. Despite these differences, most respondents described 

relationships as one of the most valuable and memorable parts of the project, describing positive 

interactions with co-teachers, students, and their homestay families. Not only are these relationships 

important during the project but also prior to the project, as multiple participants emphasized the 
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importance of communication with co-teachers in the weeks leading up to the project. Increasing 

communication between co-teachers prior to the project through emails, FaceTime calls, and joint 

activities as suggested by the participants may enable a smoother transition to in-person teaching 

and working with co-teachers. In addition, participants made valuable suggestions that involved 

virtual training, such as the use of simulations, and practice teaching with Bosnian students that 

would prepare teachers for dealing with conflict and cultural differences.  

Significantly, participants described how they were able to learn about ICC skills while also 

putting them into action, developing ways to address cultural differences and communication issues 

over time. In this way the project allowed participants to critically reflect, developing their ICC 

skills, while also making them aware of various things they could work on. I also found it 

fascinating how it was often through teaching or conversations with students or homestay parents 

that individuals became aware of their own bias, acknowledging them in the survey and making a 

pointed effort to change. In this way, the ABC project has clearly made a positive impact on past-

teachers, allowing them to develop and put into practice such skills and inspiring them to pursue 

their current career paths.  
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Appendix A  
Data  

 
 This appendix contains examples of survey responses provided by participants. The survey 
was divided into 4 main sections, participant background, experience during the ABC project, ICC 
skills, and Professional lives. For the purpose of further explanation I will give examples of the 
latter 3 sections which serve to connect the ICC skills developed through the ABC Project to the 
professional lives of the participants. From these examples there is an underlying theme that the 
ABC Project was a positive experience and encouraged growth of ICC skills that later proved 
valuable in the professional lives of participants.  
 
 

Experience During ABC Project  
 

 Multiple participants specifically mentioned students as positive aspects of the project. One 
stated how “students were willing to engage in conversation on difficult topics” while another 
described how “students were intrinsically motivated to be there.” Others described the impact of 
specific co-teachers, “I remember one Bosnian co-teacher, and his willingness to go above and 
beyond his scope of work,” while another replied “My co-teacher left the biggest influence on me.” 
One described how their “co-teacher was so cooperative, hardworking, and we got along really 
well” and how there was a “professional and friendly interaction between students and teachers.” 
Such positive experiences clearly focused on positive inter relational experiences.  
 
 In terms of challenges, many responses focused on curriculum or communication issues. 
One stated how establishing curriculum was difficult “while we were in Williamsburg and they 
were in Sarajevo was a bit challenging since we were not communicating regularly.” Another 
mentioned how at times “the lesson plan didn’t work and we had to adjust on the spot” while in the 
classroom. Others mentioned “unequal student participation” or those “who behaved in a way that 
caused problems for the project as a whole.”  
  
 The participants also described what they valued most, mentioning “cross-cultural 
communication skills,” “experience in non-profit management,” “long term connections,” “teaching 
experience,” and “improved fluency in English.”  
 
 

ICC Skills  
 

 The participants correctly grasped the concept of intercultural communication and described 
instances where they utilized such skills during the project. They mentioned “understanding 
perspectives,” “direct in communication,” “active listening,” “constantly reflecting,” and “peaceful 
discussion of challenges.” They also brought up skills they were able to utilize when encountering 
something different to them or challenging. Furthermore, they were able to expand and reflect on 
such skills during “weekend trips,” “journal reflections,” and “group meetings.”  
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Professional Lives  
 

 The majority of responses asserted that their experience in the ABC project influenced their 
current professions, the majority being teachers or working in non-profit organizations. They 
described how they continue to utilize ICC skills in their professions through “setting clear 
expectations,” “daily communication,” “actively listening” in multicultural settings, and looking at 
everything “from different perspectives.” Furthermore, the majority describe how they use such 
skills everyday, allowing them “to speak to people of varying backgrounds” and “in an environment 
so culturally diverse that ICC skills are present and necessary in every exchange.” These skills have 
proven very relevant “to both work and personal life” allowing some to become “a better facilitator, 
listener, and innovator in how I prevent, manage, and resolve conflict.”  

 
 

Differences in Responses by Nationality  
  
 While the majority of the responses were positive there were evident differences between 
the responses that correlated to nationality. Those who were Bosnian were much more likely to 
provide more critical or blunt responses concerning their experiences and personal opinions, 
specifically mentioning things they noticed about their American co-teachers and how they had to 
adjust to them. On the other hand, the responses from Americans were less specific and critical, 
with just one American mentioning cultural differences between themselves and their homestay 
family. In this way, the Bosnian teachers appeared to approach to survey with more 
straightforwardness and specific responses.  

 
 


