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Spotlight on… Jan Kieling
Nina Peci1

Please introduce yourself with a short bio. Expand a bit on your 35-year
career in Education Abroad. Where did you start and what was your
role before you retired?
I grew up in a military family in the United States, so we moved
every 12 to 18 months. I was always “the new kid” so it was up to me to
make friends. Fortunately, I wasn’t shy and I was curious about people
from different backgrounds. We were stationed in Northern Virginia; and
my father would bring foreign Navy officers who were in DC on training
assignments to our home for dinner. I developed a taste for different cuisines, was fascinated by other languages and cultures, and knew I wanted
to travel the world someday.
My first study abroad experience was a summer program in
Durham, England when I was sixteen. I came home sure that I would go
for a year abroad in a place where they spoke a different language. I had
studied Spanish for six years by the time I got to college, but I made the
switch to Italian as a freshman. I loved the sound of the language, and
was attracted to the cuisine, Renaissance art, films by Fellini, Antonioni,
and Bertolucci, distinctive Italian industrial design, and stylish clothing.
I just thought Italian was a lot cooler than Spanish. I attended the University of California, Berkeley (Cal) and spent my junior year abroad at
the University of Padua in Northern Italy, sponsored by the UC Education Abroad Program (EAP). I graduated with a degree in journalism in
December 1973, which unfortunately coincided with an economic reces1 Nina Peci is Coordinator for Program Development & Marketing at ISI Florence. She spent her
junior abroad in Italy (at the Università di Padova and the Università di Venezia) from UCLA during
Jan Kieling’s tenure as EAP director.
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sion in the United States. Look up the 1974 Oil Crisis on Wikipedia—no
one was hiring. For nearly a year, I worked as a temp, unable to get a
full time job.
I finally landed an EAP advising position at Cal in September 1974
in the Office of International Education, thinking I would stay a couple
of years until I figured out what I wanted to do for a career. My two-year
commitment turned into a long career in study abroad at Cal. It’s fair to say
that I fell into that line of work by accident. I started out at the front desk,
handling intake of visitors, coordinated the application and admission
process for EAP students, organized the pre-departure orientation, stayed
in touch with students during their programs, and guided them through
their re-entry to Berkeley. I discovered that I really enjoyed the student
contact and felt that I was helping them have meaningful cross-cultural
and successful academic experiences. At that time, UC students had to
study abroad for an academic year. At foreign language sites, there was a
mandatory intensive language program before the school year began, so
many students ended up spending a calendar year away from home.
As study abroad opportunities expanded, our office moved to
bigger on-campus space and added advising and administrative staff. I
was promoted to Assistant Director and then Administrative Director of
Berkeley Programs for Study Abroad, overseeing the entire operation including fundraising. We increased participation numbers, especially after
UC added semester and short-term summer programs. I retired in 2009.
I live in Oakland, California with my partner, Victoria (an EAP Bordeaux
alumna and UCLA graduate) with our two cats, Dani and Nils.
What are you doing now?
I wanted to stay connected to the field without being chained to a
desk and a computer again. I was only 58 but I wasn’t interested in another
high stress job with huge responsibilities. After two years of sleeping late,
going to weekday movie matinees, reading novels, and traveling, I was
ready to take on new challenges. I joined two boards of non-profit educa-
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tional organizations. The first was the Board of Trustees for the Institute
for Study Abroad (IFSA) based in Indianapolis, Indiana; I joined its Board
in 2011. IFSA is a program provider I knew well since I had worked with
them for over 20 years. They offer study abroad opportunities all over
the world for students from US colleges and universities. IFSA does not
have a center in Italy but I hope that will change. According to the most
recent IIE Open Doors Survey, Italy is the second most popular country
for American students going abroad. The United Kingdom is first.
In 2015, I started serving on the the board of directors of the Fund
for Education Abroad (FEA) headquartered in Washington, DC. FEA provides scholarships to under-represented students from all over the United
States. Most are first-generation college students. FEA Scholars are minority students, military veterans, mature students, students with disabilities, and students enrolled in community colleges. Established in 2010,
FEA just launched a major fundraising campaign to create an endowment
in order to help many more students.
I have continued to attend professional conferences to stay informed
about current issues and spread the word about FEA. Every other year,
IFSA holds one of our quarterly Board meetings at an overseas locations.
Over the past seven years, I have revisited Australia, New Zealand, Scotland, Cuba and Mexico. We are going to Shanghai for our April Board
meeting. I find this work very fulfilling and hope to keep going as long
as I feel that I am contributing to the success of these great organizations.
You were an EAP student yourself. How did that experience change
your life, your career choice, your world vision?
When I studied abroad, Richard Nixon was President, and the
country was mired in the Vietnam war. It was a time of great social and
political upheaval in the United States as well as in Europe. As an American abroad, I found myself in a difficult position, being asked to explain
US foreign policy and engage in conversations (in Italian!) about subjects
I knew little about. I didn’t pay a lot of attention to politics before Italy,
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but I got quite an education during that year. The men’s dorm in Padua
was occupied by anarchists for months and ended with a huge, tear gas
infused confrontation with the police.
There were frequent student strikes (I learned the word sciopero on
arrival), so we were forced to make up missed class time with independent study. I got a different perspective about the Middle East conflict
from a Palestinian engineering student, traveling with a Jordanian passport since Palestine did not exist as a sovereign nation. South African
medical students told us stories about the effect of apartheid governmental policies on the lives of everyday people. For the first time, I understood that the United States was not the center of the universe, that
we had a lot to learn from other cultures, the importance of listening to
different points of view, and be willing to engage in uncomfortable conversations about why people feel and think the way that they do. I discovered the value of reading foreign press coverage of the United States
to find out what was really happening back home. I think I returned
to California a more empathetic and humble person. My career choice
may have been serendipitous, but my vision of the world was forever
changed by those 11 months abroad.
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What were the biggest surprises and disappointments in your career?
What aspects were the most rewarding?
I loved working with Cal students and I really miss that. They
were (and I hope still are) incredibly diverse, interesting, self-sufficient,
and open-minded. My colleagues at private liberal arts colleges and Ivy
League institutions would describe a level of student entitlement I rarely saw at Berkeley. Cal students expected to be ignored and abused by
the vast and impersonal bureaucracy. Once students found out you knew
how to navigate the system and would connect them with helpful and
knowledgeable people on campus, they were incredibly appreciative. I
loved finding solutions to administrative problems on behalf of my students, especially when the problems were caused by intractable bureaucrats or inflexible regulations.
Seeing the personal growth and increased confidence of returning
students was really rewarding. I was moved by the personal journeys of
heritage students who decided to study in the country where their parents and grandparents were from. One young man left for Yonsei University with the Korean vocabulary of a 10-year-old child. He came back after
a year with advanced language skills and told me with pride about the
first adult conversation in Korean he had ever had with his grandfather.
I took an interest in my students’ post-Cal trajectories, and stayed
connected with quite a few on social media. Some of my favorite students went on to do big things: Jennifer Granholm went to law school, got
married, and moved to Michigan. She was elected Michigan’s Attorney
General, served one term as the first female Governor of Michigan. She
had a show on MSNBC, was a senior adviser to Hillary Clinton, and now
teaches at Berkeley’s School of Public Policy. Dan Gordon, an alumnus of
EAP Germany, was the first American in more than 40 years to graduate
from the prestigious five-year brewing program at the world-renowned
Technical University of Munich in Weihenstephanthen. He owns the Gordon-Biersch brewery and its chain of brew pubs. Maz Jobrani, an Iranian
American studied in Italy and became a successful stand up comedian.
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He has a new comedy show on Netflix called Immigrant. It makes me
smile to think I knew them in their youth before they made their mark in
the world.
Looking back at my career, I really have few disappointments. I wish
I could have done more to secure financial stability for my office. The year
after I left UC, my office got a large budget cut. I was afraid that Berkeley
Study Abroad might disappear. Fortunately, it was absorbed by a larger
unit running Summer Sessions the following year. All study abroad activity is under one roof. Today there are robust and innovative program
offerings including the option to complete a minor in several disciplines
over the summer. Most of my former staff are still working there.
Student financial need continues to outpace the growth in scholarship funds. Berkeley has a higher percentage of Pell Grant recipients than
all the Ivies combined. Those students cannot afford to take on more student debt to go abroad. I fantasize sometimes about winning the Powerball lottery, and using most of the money to establish a huge endowment
for study abroad scholarships. The mission of increased access to education abroad I consider to be my life’s work. That is why I am so supportive
of the Fund for Education Abroad.
What is the importance/value in education abroad in your opinion?
Google What is the value of study abroad? You will find lists and articles pointing out the many advantages and benefits of study abroad. Here
are several that I like to cite in defense of EA:
• You will meet a diverse range of people – not just other students –
but people from the local community.
• You will improve your foreign language skills because you are
surrounded by people speaking it, and you’re reading signs,
watching television, going to movies, using it in daily life.
• You can make deep connections with people who will become
lifelong friends.
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• You can become more self-reliant and independent.
• You can get better at solving problems in unpredictable situations
and become more comfortable dealing with ambiguity.
• You can observe your own culture with new eyes.
• You can learn to appreciate the little things in life.
• You can slow the pace of your life. In most other cultures, mealtimes are longer, and everyday transactions in shops and in cafes
have certain social rituals that you will come to appreciate. (If
you live in France for a while, your relationship with cheese will
change dramatically.)
• You will appreciate your family more. “Absence makes the heart
grow fonder” turned out to be true in my experience.
• You will have more free time to explore new places and experiences, especially if you put down your phone and limit your time
on social media.
• It will look good on your résumé (kind of crass but true).
• It will increase your job prospects, especially if you want to work
internationally.
A lot of these are no-brainers. But the ability to handle ambiguity and work well with people from different backgrounds are qualities
that employers tell us they value when hiring. Students who have studied
abroad and can articulate the skills they gained during their time away
have a clear advantage over students who stayed home.
Your career expanded from Baby Boomers to Millennials. What are the
significant generational changes in attitudes toward becoming active
“observers” and how has EA helped maintain its vision and importance?
I am not sure how to respond to this question. I can tell you that
managing a multi-generational staff was extremely challenging, especially when I had so little money to work with in the pool for merit pay.
Staff had different expectations of their jobs, different perspectives about
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whether the compensation was commensurate with their efforts. For the
Millennials, they wanted to know how quickly they could move up the
ladder. Baby Boomers like me believed in paying your dues and waiting
your turn for advancement. Different generations and personalities are
motivated by different things: More time off? Professional development
opportunities? A chance to reduce hours and go back to school? Work
from home one or two days a week? I used different incentives depending on the person to encourage their best work. In the end, we were all
committed to doing a good job, we worked hard, kept long hours when
needed, yet managed to have a lot of fun together when we came up for
air. I miss that sometimes – the camaraderie and the joy from working as
a team. I made a promise to myself to retire before the grandchildren of
my first group of students show up as freshmen. I made it out just in time.
How has the role of EA changed over time?
For decades, EA was considered a wonderful but optional enhancement to one’s collegiate career. Students went abroad to “broaden their horizons” and improve language skills. The majority came from the humanities
and social sciences. Very few STEM students even considered study abroad,
much less tried to make it work. Some departments were reluctant to send
their undergraduates abroad and were stingy with credit. A lot of STEM students simply gave up when discouraged by major advisers. These days, it
is much easier for STEM students to have an education abroad experience
during college and not delay graduation. There are curricula designed especially for science and technology majors; more universities abroad offer
courses taught in English. There are now EA programs organized around a
theme, drawing students from a variety of majors. The range of backgrounds
make for dynamic student cohorts with shared interest in the topic.
For many years, potential study abroad students based their choice
of program on the location. The conversation began with “I want to study
in Italy, preferably in Florence” for example. Marketing materials were organized by country and city. Students would research course offerings in
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their major or take care of breadth requirements while abroad.
Today’s students are more likely to choose programs based on the
field of study or curriculum offered in English that will fulfill major or
minor requirements. The conversation begins with “I want to study Economics in Europe; where should I go?” Very few (less than 3% nationally)
choose to study abroad for a year. Ten years ago, the national average was
6%. We took pride in the fact that Berkeley’s academic year percentage
was 12%. I understand it’s dropped down to the national average.
There is now a proliferation of short term programs. I was discouraged
to see students go abroad for four to six weeks instead of choosing a full-immersion, direct enrollment semester program. Students were attracted to
faculty-led short term opportunities because they seemed safer, less daunting, accepted students with lower GPAs, and wouldn’t interrupt required
course sequences. Students traveling together from the same school with a
faculty group leader – how could it be more than educational tourism?
What changed my thinking was a conversation I had with a colleague
on the IFSA Board who teaches French at a small college in Pennsylvania.
He takes small groups of his students abroad for two weeks during J-term
and the summer. He teaches a short pre-departure course to help prepare
them for the experience. The group has regular discussions during the program about what they are observing, learning, and feeling. They keep journals and share their thoughts with each other. After returning home, they
are guided to reflect upon their experience at a deeper level in a re-entry
seminar. Guided reflection and connecting students with a local community abroad makes all the difference in the quality and depth of the experience. The program evaluations the students submit prove to him and his
Dean the value of well thought out short-term programming. The traditional semester abroad isn’t feasible for everyone for financial, academic,
or psychological reasons. One size does not fit all. I have been able to ditch
my rather elitist point of view and have embraced new program models
like his. Susquehanna University where he teaches now requires all undergraduates to complete a Global Opportunity program before graduation.
They can fulfill the GO requirement by participating in a traditional semes-
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ter-long study abroad program, or a shorter study away trip that puts them
in an unfamiliar cultural context, including other parts of the United States.
One of the best developments in study abroad has been the establishment and recognition of a career track for study abroad professionals. There
are now graduate degree programs in international higher education that
include a six-month practicum in an EA office. The gold standard I think is
the School for International Training Graduate Institute in Brattleboro, VT.
There are several tracks but the most relevant are the M.A. programs:
• Intercultural Service, Leadership, and Management;
• International Education.
You have continued your dedication to EA through your Board of Director
positions. What are some of the current pressing issues being addressed?
Diversity: There is a serious and sustained effort to recruit more minority and first generation college students, and to achieve greater gender
balance in participants. As long as I can remember, the split has been 70%
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female to 30% male. I believe that young men that age are socially risk
averse compared to young women who are more adventurous. It’s common for guys to go abroad as a group of fraternity brothers or athletes
from the same sports team. It is a slow process to shift the demographics
of EA. Because I live and work in California with a large and diverse population, moving the needle on this is critically important.
Safety and Security: Parental and institutional concerns about whether students will be safe abroad are at an all time high. The 24-hour news
cycle can notify people about political crises and natural disasters but can
also spike anxiety and fear because the media outlets are low on information and high on sounding the alarm. Emergency response planning is
an essential part of risk management. I knew this was a major concern of
lots of people in the study-abroad field when college risk managers and
campus attorneys started attending conferences. Workshops for EA staff
and campus risk managers, faculty group leaders, and resident directors
are available year round, sponsored by NAFSA, the Forum on Education
Abroad, and the Institute for Study Abroad (IFSA) – leaders in the field.
Student mental health issues: I remember hearing one of the senior
staff members at Cal’s Student Health Center telling me and my staff
that more than 40% of students entering UC Berkeley were on medication for depression, anxiety, ADD, ADHD, bi-polar disorder, or schizophrenia. That was some years ago and I’ll bet this has gone up at Berkeley and across the country. Providing support to students with mental
health issues while they prepare to go abroad and when they are there is
incredibly time consuming and emotionally draining. Some need crisis
intervention; occasionally we had to airlift someone out and bring them
home. I am sorry to say over my 35 years at Berkeley, we lost several students to suicide abroad. That is a study abroad director’s worst nightmare. I don’t have to deal with that anymore, thank God. But all of my
colleagues still working in the field have to be prepared for that dreaded
phone call, the trauma to the family, and make sure the other students on
the program are being cared for.
Technology: The Upside. Online videos show study center facilities,
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Sather Tower, UC Berkeley campus. (photo: Adobe Stock)
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student housing, the campus medical center, tours of the city, student
travel video logs and blogs (with high production values, music and narration added). These are powerful tools for marketing, recruitment, and
student orientations. Today’s “helicopter parents” are reassured by these
images of places where their kids will be. The availability of high-speed
Internet abroad and excellent cell phone coverage is expected by students
and their families. Skype, Facetime, and WeChat applications connect students easily with family, friends, academic advisers. Students receiving
mental health services at home have been able to continue therapy sessions while abroad with their therapist over Skype.
The application and admission process for EA takes place almost
entirely online. EA Offices use specially designed software that can be
customized. Terra Dotta is the largest vendor. They offer TDS for Study
Abroad, formerly known as StudioAbroad, as web-based software designed to save time and money. Processes are automated making it easy
to ensure that applicants, staff, administrators, and parents receive the
important information they need. College EA offices can maintain their
own website, keep program brochures online and up-to-date, accept applications online, organize data, and mitigate the risks associated with
international travel and living. Many conference sessions are devoted
to sharing best practices in the use of technology to enhance student
experiences.
Course offerings with content descriptions, syllabi, and other academic planning tools are available online where students can access them
24/7. Pre-registration for courses often takes place online before students
depart.
Technology: The Downside. At the risk of sounding cranky and out of
step, I think today’s students abroad who stay constantly connected with
people back home via social media, on their devices all the time instead
of being present in the moment – they are missing out. Before we were all
connected all the time, you were really cut off from the familiar and the
comfortable while abroad. International calls were prohibitively expensive and you had to book a call in advance at the central telephone office

Spotlight on… Jan Kieling | Nina Peci

if you absolutely had to talk to someone back home. We wrote letters and
exchanged taped conversations on cassettes. Mail took forever so you just
had to wait. It was lonely and isolating at times and you had to figure
stuff out on your own.
But there was a real freedom in this isolation. No one from home
was watching or judging. You could make mistakes, have adventures, try
new things, reimagine yourself if you wanted.
There was uninterrupted time to think, to dream, to plan, to imagine. Today’s students are digital natives. They have never lived without
devices everywhere. They seem to prefer to text than talk to someone face
to face. They are not alone – it’s the same everywhere in the world. How
can we encourage them to experience life off screen in real time?
What advice would you give current administrators?
I would say don’t get discouraged by current events and the perceived decline in the United States’ standing in the world. I think this turning inward and rising nationalism will have the opposite effect on the popularity of education abroad. Most people in other countries can separate
their opinions about US foreign policy from how they feel about individual
American people. Our students are still welcomed abroad. We need to send
a group of students abroad who truly reflect the ethnic, racial, and gender
diversity of our nation.
It’s useful to track student interest trends but don’t try to chase them
in your enrollment management planning. Cities hosting the Olympic
Games may see a temporary boost in EA student numbers but it doesn’t
last long. China was the place to go to study business five or six years ago,
but interest has really dropped off. Chinese language course enrollment is
way down at US universities; no one seems to know why.
Stay innovative in program design and content. Be willing to try new
things. Collaborate when possible with other colleges, program providers,
encourage joint faculty ventures. Engage in and/or support research about
study abroad. We still rely too much on anecdotal “evidence” to back up
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our opinions. We need to be able to define and measure success. Outcomes
Assessment is still important to help make the case to budget officers and
provosts for adequate funding of our operations but I think it has become a
fetish. I would like to see the research go in a new direction.
Since US popular culture and American media sources are obsessed
with celebrities, can we not get some of the movie and TV stars who have
studied abroad to film public service announcements in support of going
abroad? How about recruiting a few well-known directors to film them?
Here’s my list to start with:
 radley Cooper,
B
Matthew McConaughey,
Kerri Washington,
Rachel Maddow,
Darren Criss,
Paul Rudd,
Julie Bowen,
Maggie Gyllenhaal,
Chris Pine,
Olivia Wilde,
Gwyneth Paltrow.

