
The field of education abroad takes the safety 
of students extremely seriously. As a professional endeavor, the 
education abroad field is committed to safety as a priority and works continuously to improve its practices. 
Recent tragic events have increased the attention to the safety of U.S. students studying in other countries, 
which is the very heart of international educational exchange.

To best ensure student safety abroad, colleges and universities, programs, students and their families must 
work together. For their part, students should be active participants in their own preparation, and, once 
abroad, engage in safe behavior. Awareness of how a culture works is essential to student safety and 
security abroad. Well-informed students respond better in an emergency and make informed decisions and 
choices about travel and other activities.

No program, whether in the U.S. or abroad, can guarantee absolute safety during a student’s education. 
Some circumstances, such as political and environmental events, and even student choices, are beyond a 
program’s control. 

Our collective goal should be that everyone involved—campuses, programs, students and their families—
works together to ensure that each student has the rich and meaningful experience they hope to have.
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The Forum on Education Abroad is the field’s Standards Development Organization as designated by 
the U.S. Department of Justice. It develops and disseminates field-wide Standards of Good Practice for 
Education Abroad and educates and trains hundreds of professionals each year to understand, articulate 
and apply these Standards. The Standards are supported by a robust set of best practices and Quality 
Improvement and Professional Certification Programs. Each of The Forum’s 750+ institutional members 
pledges to uphold these Standards.
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Education abroad professional staff are often 
asked how they help keep students safe, how they prepare 
for emergencies, and how they respond to crisis situations. It is important for the education abroad field to 
educate about its efforts, to help the public understand how education abroad strives to help ensure student 
health and safety abroad, and to advocate for the field.

The Forum’s Standards of Good Practice for Education Abroad encourage every organization offering 
programs abroad to plan and prepare for emergencies, train students and staff before and during their time 
abroad, communicate effectively with all parties, and review their practices regularly.

The information below is intended to be used as a springboard for discussion with parents, students, campus 
administrators, and the general public.

Strategies to address student safety abroad:

Plan and Prepare 

•	 Use multiple sources to stay informed: the 
U.S. Department of State and Embassies, 
host country government, local and national 
police, risk management services, insurance 
providers, private security agencies

•	 Assess safety and risks of program sites, 
housing, learning facilities, activities and 
excursions, transportation, internships and 
experiential learning

•	 Register activity and travel: in-country U.S. 
Embassy registration through the STEP 
program, program-related travel registration, 
tracking student independent travel

•	 Maintain appropriate types and levels of 
liability and group health insurance, security 
and natural disaster evacuation coverage

•	 Develop and test emergency and crisis plans 
and protocols

•	 Work closely with physical and mental health 
providers, emergency service and evacuation 
providers, and legal counsel

Train and Teach

•	 Prepare students through proactive  
pre-departure and on-site orientation,  
provide the information needed to make  
wise decisions for staying safe and healthy 
while abroad

•	 Educate on-site and U.S. staff and faculty 
through robust training including in-person, 
webinars, case studies, PSAs, emergency 
preparedness and crisis response drills, and 
post-event debriefings
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Communicate and Inform 

•	 Develop and disseminate emergency and 
crisis response communication plans for 
contacting students, their families, and 
home institutions, and provide 24/7 contact 
information using appropriate technology

•	 Develop and disseminate emergency and 
crisis response protocols that detail specific 
response actions, responsibilities, and chain 
of communication and command, during an 
emergency or crisis

•	 Share information field-wide during  
times of crisis

Assess and Improve 

•	 Review and improve emergency response 
plans and protocols on a regular basis

•	 Review and assess insurance coverage 
regularly

•	 Make use of the most appropriate 
technologies in emergency communications

•	 Share information across the field, at The 
Forum’s annual conference, its annual 
Standards Institute on Health, Safety, Security 
and Risk Management, and other national 
and international conferences

•	 Learn from education abroad safety 
professionals who have specialized 
knowledge and experience in international 
emergency and risk management

•	 Develop and offer re-training opportunities to 
staff and faculty leaders

•	 Learn from experts outside the education 
abroad field, such as legal and regulatory 
compliance officers, media and 
communications officers, risk management 
and insurance professionals, and outdoor 
education professionals

Ways for students to prepare include: 

•	 understanding their program’s safety and security practices and asking questions if a detail  
is unclear;

•	 taking seriously pre-departure and on-site orientation and their institution’s and program’s policies;

•	 sharing concerns about personal matters such as health conditions, medications, ethnicity/religion 
and security questions, questions about women travelling alone, and LGBTQ safety abroad;

•	 knowing the host country, its culture, traditions and current events, and specific details of the 
program site such as current security and health situations, safe transportation means, location of 
local hospitals, embassies, etc.; 

•	 sharing details of the program with parents, guardians, or spouses.


