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Abstract
   Each year, more than 300,000 American students have an 
international experience to earn academic credit on a variety of 
programs ranging from two weeks to a full academic year. Education 
Abroad (EA) enables students to “experience new perspectives, learn 
how to navigate different cultures, work with diverse peers, and 
communicate in other languages” [1]. In nursing, studying abroad 
has been shown to help with cultural awareness, personal growth, 
cultural immersion, and networking. EA opportunities help nursing 
students to gain “diverse cultural perspectives, as well as global 
competence” [2] in a world where they will be providing care for an 
increasingly diverse population.
   At a mid-size university in the American South, an associate 
professor in nursing who has previous EA experience, became 
interested in a health-related concept known as the Blue Zones, 
described below. She realized that this particular research area of 
interest could be applied to an opportunity for a health-related study 
abroad program for nursing students and other college students 
interested in the concept. In this article, the authors will describe the 
concept of Blue Zones, how an EA program focusing on the concept 
was developed, what was involved in the course connected with the 
program, and details of the experience.
Blue Zones
   There are five areas of the world, known as Blue Zones, where 
the largest numbers of centenarians, or people living greater than 
100 years, reside. (The current average life expectancy of people in 
the United States is 78.9 years) [3]. The regions of Sardinia, Italy; 
Loma Linda, California; Okinawa, Japan; Nicoya, Costa Rica; and 
Ikaria, Greece were studied in great detail by Dan Beuttner and 
National Geographic, following up on research by Poulain et al. [4], 
to determine why and how people living in these zones were able to 
live longer and healthier than those in other areas of the world. Nine 
similarities, dubbed the Power 9, were found among the Blue Zones 
including moving naturally, knowing one’s purpose, down shifting 
one’s life, surrounding oneself with a tribe of people, belonging to a 
religious group, putting one’s family first, having a glass of red wine 
at least once per day, including larger portions of vegetables, and 
eating only until 80 percent full [5].   

Education Abroad Program Development
   In 2014, a nursing professor became interested in the concept of 
the Blue Zones after reading about Buettner’s research online. The 
concept was intriguing to someone involved in healthcare because 
in the Blue Zone areas, people were living longer than in the United 
States at an astounding rate, and more importantly, they were living 
healthier. For example, in Ikaria, Greece, people on average live 
eight years longer than Americans and have 20% less cancer, half the 
rate of heart disease, and no dementia. In Loma Linda, California, 
residents outlive other Americans by a decade. In Sardinia, Italy, 
there are more male centenarians than anywhere on the globe. In 
Okinawa, Japan, the world’s longest-living females reside. And 
in Nicoya, Costa Rica, people are twice as likely as Americans to 
live to 90 years old [5]. When someone in healthcare learns about 
these statistics, many questions naturally arise: What are they doing 
differently? How do they do it? Could these lifestyles, behaviors, and 
routines be modelled by people in the U.S.?
   Because of a desire for knowledge acquisition about all things 
related to living healthier, the professor decided that in addition 
to reading about these places, it would be valuable to visit these 
locations, observe and talk to the people, and learn about living 
healthier from some true experts. Additionally, she believed it 
would be of great value to take nursing students along so they could 
bring back the knowledge to their communities and patients. Upon 
further reflection, she realized that students other than just nursing 
could really benefit from this knowledge as well. She reached out 
to EA coordinators at her university and discussed the idea of taking 
students to these sites for true immersion and experiential learning.
   EA coordinators were supportive of this experience and felt it had 
merit and value. In 2015, the professor completed the application 
process used by the university. Included in the application was a 
description of the program to the selected location of Sardinia, Italy, 
and a syllabus outlining course objectives and assignments (see next 
section). The program was approved for the Summer of 2017 based 
on rigor, recruitability, and educational value. She and the EA staff 
contacted education abroad providers and found an organization that 
would be willing and able to assist with the requested program and 
itinerary.
   The next year consisted of recruitment efforts by the professor, 
other colleagues in her department, colleagues across campus, and

                                                                                                                                                                                                      ISSN: 2581-3846

mailto:jnaber%40murraystate.edu%20?subject=mailto%3Ajnaber%40murraystate.edu


EA representatives. She spoke to classes of students in each semester 
of the nursing program, including pre-nursing students but excluding 
senior students who would graduate prior to the travel date, and had 
a great deal of interest. Included in these visits was an explanation 
of what Blue Zones are, how the concepts are applicable for nurses 
and their patients, and why visiting the Blue Zone of Sardinia, Italy 
would be of value to nursing students. Details of the itinerary were 
shared as well as cost and course credit. She was able to recruit 
17 nursing students, and it was decided among the professor, the 
EA coordinators, and the provider that that would be an adequate 
maximum number of students to take to Sardinia. Due to achieving 
this set capacity by recruiting in nursing, the professor was unable 
to recruit in other departments and disciplines, although there was 
interest from students in a variety of disciplines.
The Program and Course
   Much thought, time, research, and reflection must go in to the 
development of an EA program and course. It is vital that courses 
abroad maintain an appropriate level of rigor, not only to uphold the 
reputation of EA, but also to maximize the learning experience for 
students while abroad [6]. When developing this particular program, 
the faculty member determined that the ultimate goals were for the 
students to learn about Blue Zone and bring the concepts back to 
families, peers, community members, and patients and also to engage 
in a research component. Below you will find details about the 
specifics of the program and course.
Course Description
   For the course offered in conjunction with this travel experience, 
the focus was on exploring Italy’s Blue Zone in Sardinia with 
attention to sociocultural practices such as diet, activity, exercise, 
religion, and agriculture. The course also had a component where 
students investigated unique healthcare techniques and practices, 
including alternative treatments and therapies, university education, 
hospital structure, and healthcare systems throughout Italy. Because 
the group would be travelling to Italy, the professor planned stops in 
Florence and Rome on the way to the island of Sardinia.
Course Objectives
   Upon completion of this course, the objectives were for the student 
to obtain an understanding of the current structure of the Italian 
healthcare system, explore sociocultural contributions to health and 
illness in the U.S. and Italy, compare health practices in the U.S. and 
Italy, and understand the Blue Zone concept as a research project. 
When taking nursing students abroad, it is always important to 
expose them to healthcare practices, procedures, and systems and 
allow them to compare the foreign practices to healthcare in the U.S. 
Additionally, the goal was for the students to understand what Blue 
Zones are, how residents live and behave, and how this knowledge 
can be disseminated.
Grading Procedures
   In any EA course, as part of maintaining rigor and following course 
guidelines, grades must be assigned. For this particular course, the 
breakdown was as follows: Class Participation and Discussion (20%); 
International Reflective Journal (20%); Blue Zone presentation 
(30%); Class Presentation Murray (15%); and Class Presentation 
Italy (15%). Descriptions of these components are detailed below.
Course Activities
   For this course, credit was given for a Spring 2017 class, based on 
University policy. It was considered a second-half semester course, so 
the professor met with the students weekly during the second half of 
the spring semester. In these class meetings, they discussed the plan 
for the course, analyzed Dan Buettner’s book The Blue Zones: Nine 
Lessons for Living Longer from People Who’ve Lived the Longest 
(2012), discussed interactions with Italian citizens, determined goals 
for Blue Zones research, and conducted and viewed presentations.
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Students were required to choose three presentation topics from 
lists provided. Some of the terms were non-nursing related locations 
that they would be visiting (such as the Pantheon or the Duomo), 
and some were nursing-related (such as Italian nursing education or 
thermal baths). These presentations could be done individually or 
in pairs. A maximum of seven minutes was suggested, a rubric was 
provided, and creativity was encouraged. For the nursing-related 
presentation, students were required to include information about 
similarities and differences between US and Italy. For non-nursing 
locations, they were required to include any connections to health 
care and information classmates might need to be aware of. At one 
class meeting, they each presented two topics, and in Italy, they 
presented the other.
   At the class meeting prior to departure, students had to do Blue Zone 
presentations, with a partner or individually. It was recommended 
that they attend any Blue Zone speaking events in the community 
prior to this meeting, and there was one presentation in a nearby 
community that they could attend. They had to discuss what they 
had learned about Blue Zones (based on websites, speaking events, 
books, literature, etc.), what they hoped to learn about Blue Zones, 
and what they hoped to bring back to the community with regards 
to the Blue Zones. They were to include several specific things they 
would like to implement both individually and in the community.
   Students were required to maintain a reflective journal throughout 
their experience that included the following: at least 2-3 pages per 
day, showing evidence of comparison of US and Italian culture, with 
emphasis on health care similarities and differences and Blue Zone 
ideals; a 2-3 page journal entry about specific encounter/conversation 
with an Italian citizen about health; a 3-4 page journal entry with an 
overall analysis of the visited Blue Zone. This journal was to show 
evidence of a depth of analysis of the culture as well as to document 
this EA experience for later reflection.
Schedule of Activities
   The professor worked closely with the EA office and the provider 
to develop a one-of-a-kind, unique experience for the students. The 
itinerary was revised and edited throughout the planning process to 
best fit the needs of the students and to meet the objectives of the 
course. The final itinerary was as follows:

Day 1/2
• Flight and arrive in 

Florence at hotel
• Walking tour of 

Florence (the 
Duomo, one of Italy’s 
largest churches, the 
adjacent baptistery, 
the Palazzo Vecchio 
and Ponte Vecchio)

• Welcome dinner as a 
group

• Religion and food are two 
points within the Power9 that 
the students studied while 
in Italy. By touring Florence 
with a local guide, the 
students were able to better 
understand how important 
religion was in this region.

• The dinner was held at 
a local restaurant which 
provided the students with 
an authentic four course meal 
typical of Florence. Food is a 
major aspect of the Power9 
including the types of foods 
eaten, the portions of specific 
foods, and the inclusion of 
relaxation and family/friends 
in the setting is something 
that is important as well.

Table to be Cont......
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Day 3
• Group visit in 

the morning to 
Zoological Museum 
La Specola

• Group visit in the 
afternoon to Santa 
Maria Nuova hospital

• Founded in the year 1288, 
Santa Maria Nuova hospital 
is the oldest working hospital 
in Florence. Information 
was shared regarding some 
differences in healthcare 
in Italy versus the United 
States in terms of cost and 
availability for tests and 
procedures.

Day 4
• Travel by bus to 

thermal bath in 
Tuscany to learn 
about thermal therapy 

• Bus ride to Rome and 
arrive at hotel

• Guided walking tour 
of Rome (Piazza 
Barberini, Piazza 
di Spagna with its 
majestic staircase, 
Fontanta di Trevi, 
Pantheon, and Piazza 
Navona)

• Group dinner

• At the thermal bath, students 
learned about the importance 
of the minerals which are 
found in the water and 
their positive effects on the 
body, both internally and 
externally.

• The guided tour provided 
students with the ability to 
understand further the layout 
of the city. As with Florence, 
foot traffic in this area was 
heavy which aligns with 
the Power9 in moving more 
naturally.

• The dinner portion of the 
day was provided by a 
local restaurant. The meal 
consisted of three courses 
including an appetizer, main 
pasta course, and a desert. 
The meal is one typical of 
Roman eateries.

Day 5
• Visit to home health 

nursing service
• Free afternoon 

to explore Rome 
and visit Borghese 
Gallery

• Students had the ability to 
listen to a presentation and 
interact with the speaker 
at the home health nursing 
service to understand how 
similar/different these types 
of services were from those 
in the United States.

• The purpose of free time 
was to allow students to 
integrate themselves within 
the community and to further 
learn about the people of the 
area.

Day 6
• Visit to International 

Medical Clinic and 
Surgical Clinic

• Afternoon visit to 
diagnostic center

• Students listened to 
a presentation at the 
International Medical Clinic 
that was provided by a 
physician who discussed 
how his private practice 
worked which included some 
similarities/differences.

Table to be Cont......

• The Casa di CuraSanatrix 
offered a comparison for 
students on a traditional 
private hospital in the 
region. Students were able 
to visit a hospital room 
and speak with a physician 
who shared information 
regarding services which 
were available at this facility 
and advantages related 
to public versus private 
hospitals.

Day 7
• Flight to Sardinia
• Arrive at hotel
• Walking tour of 

Cagliari (Bastione di 
Saint Remy, Torre di 
San Pancrazio, and 
Torre dell'Elefante)

• The tour of Cagliari 
was in the Blue Zone of 
Sardinia. Students noted an 
abundance of foot traffic, 
fewer automobiles, and a 
slower pace when compared 
to Florence and Rome which 
aligned with the Power9 
ideals of moving naturally 
and slowing down one’s life.

Day 8
• Free time to explore 

Sardinia
• Evening cooking class 

with authentic Italian 
cuisine

• During the cooking class, 
students were brought to the 
home of a local woman who 
made homemade ravioli and 
a dessert that were common 
for the area.

Day 9
• Visit to Blue Zone in 

Sardinia
• Home meetings with 

elderly people living 
in the region

• Visit to olive oil mill
• Meeting with Blue 

Zone expert

• Students visited a 99-year-
old and a 97-year-old 
woman who each shared 
important habits of their 
lives that aligned with the 
ideals of the Power9. The 
women each lived without 
medical intervention and in 
very simple lifestyles.

• At the olive oil mill, students 
listened to a local expert 
who shared background 
information regarding 
the Blue Zones as well as 
further information about 
the village visited.

• A meal made from locally 
grown foods was shared. 
Olive oil from the mill was 
included in this meal as 
well and the students got a 
better understanding of the 
availability of certain foods 
and limitations based on the 
proximity of the region to 
larger cities. The necessity 
to rely on the local land and 
the community was strong 
in this area.

Table to be Cont......
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Day 10
• Visit to San Benedetto 

Market
• Visit to winery

• The San Benedetto Market 
was a three floored facility 
that housed vendors selling 
an abundance of varying 
types of food. As Sardinia is 
an island, fish is accessible 
for those near the coast such 
as with Cagliari. In addition, 
local meats, cheeses, breads, 
and other necessities were 
also available at the market. 
Students noted that most 
people of the region bought 
fresh food daily in contrast 
to the United States where 
people tend to make larger 
trips to the grocery store.

• The winery tour/tasting 
supported the Power9 ideal 
that includes a glass of 
red wine with each meal. 
Students learned about the 
process of making wine and 
were able to sample several 
options. Portraits of local 
centenarians adorned the 
walls of this winery.

Day 11
Flight home

The Experience
   In May 2017, the group of 17 nursing students from a mid-size 
university in the American South and their professor travelled to 
Florence, Rome, and the Blue Zone in Sardinia, Italy for a unique 
education abroad experience. In Florence, Rome, and Sardinia, 
the provider had an Italian guide to meet the group, help the group 
navigate to the locations, and be available for any questions or 
concerns. Each day, the group had breakfast at the hotel and then went 
on the various excursions listed above. Students kept their journals 
throughout the experience, and they made an effort to converse with 
locals and engage in learning about nursing and healthcare. They 
also presented on their selected topics at the appropriate times. For 
example, if a student chose to present on Italian Cuisine, she presented 
her information as the group walked to dinner. Or if someone chose 
to present on olive oil, he provided information as the group rode the 
bus to the olive oil mill.
   One major goal of this program was to better understand the culture 
through immersion as well as via interaction with experts and local 
residents. Students were able to compare the healthcare system and 
facilities in Italy to healthcare and facilities in the U.S. They were able 
to explore sociocultural contributions to health and illness by talking 
with nurses and residents in the community. They compared health 
practices in the U.S. and Italy in their journals and conversations. 
They were also able to understand what a Blue Zone is and how it is 
different from cities in the U.S. as well as Rome and Florence. They 
were able to apply the Power 9 concepts to their thinking process in 
each place they visited, particularly in the Blue Zone of Sardinia. 
The information gained can be useful to help increase lifespan and 
well-being of people with whom these nursing students interact in 
the future.
   Due to university policy, grades for the course were due quickly 
upon return. For this reason, no post-program requirement could be

included. However, students were asked if they voluntarily wanted 
to continue working on Blue Zone research upon their return. Half 
of the students engaged in work with the professor after their return 
from Italy. Some opportunities included website development and 
updating, Facebook page development and updating, presentations 
at the local, regional, and international level, and manuscript 
development.
Implications and Recommendations
   Research describing the value of EA is abundant [2,7]. This 
particular program was of great value to nursing students, the 
professor, the university, the community, and many patients that 
those future nurses will interact with. (For more detail about personal 
student experiences, please see the article in-press by Naber, 2019.) 
   One specific component of this EA experience that makes it unique 
is sustainability. Since there are five documented Blue Zones, the 
plan is for the professor and her colleagues to apply and recruit 
students for programs that will travel to each of the other locations 
over the next several years. Additionally, students are still working 
with the professor on ideas for presentations and implementation of 
Blue Zone ideals into communities and with patients.
Conclusion
   EA is a valuable experience for students in any discipline. 
Tailoring programs for students in a particular area can be done 
with collaboration among the university EA representatives, faculty 
members, and potentially providers, if desired. It is important to find 
a theme or focus for the EA program that is of interest to the faculty 
person and will be interesting and of value to potential students. 
Additionally, the course connected with the program needs to be 
rigorous and engaging while accomplishing the set objectives. If 
the program can also focus on something with a potential for future 
engagement, or even research opportunities, that can be of great 
benefit to students as well.
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