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The Challenges and Lessons Learned in Establishing a Travel Course
Abstract: A travel course takes a significant amount of effort in its planning and
execution. The logistics are even more challenging when a travel course is introduced for
the first time. In the Engineering and Technology department at Western Carolina
University (WCU), a faculty-led travel course has never been taught. The Council on
International Educational Exchange (CIEE) offered an inaugural grant opportunity,
especially for a travel course in STEM. In response to that, a proposal was submitted
after discussions among colleagues and administrators. Although the grant proposal was
not funded, the CIEE offered a large discount for the program and the CIEE program
manager worked tirelessly to accommodate the requests to revise the program. When the
initial abstract of this paper was submitted in January 2016, nine student applications had
been received, for travel in May 2016. Unfortunately the class was cancelled after two
students withdrew reducing the numbers below the required enrollment and budget limits.
However, throughout the development of this course, many successful partnerships were
fostered. The collaborating parties included: students, departmental colleagues,
administration (the Department Head, Dean, and Associate Dean), the International
Service Office, colleagues in other departments, the CIEE Program Manager, WCU’s
Development Officer, and a private donor. It is no small feat for a travel course to be
jumpstarted from scratch, and partnerships are the key for successful implementation.
Although our travel course was unsuccessful at meeting the final objective, we gained
valuable knowledge from the process. The current paper addresses several factors in
establishing a new travel course, such as assessing a fair number of credit hours for a
relatively short duration, developing an appropriate budget, and incorporating projectbased learning into a short time table. Furthermore, the current paper shares some
guidelines that may be helpful in establishing a new travel course, such as using survey
tools to understand student needs, making infographics to advertise the course, and
encouraging the students to talk to their friends and classmates about the course. These
tools have been effective but need to be used carefully to avoid misleading the intended
audience. The many lessons that have been learned during the development of this course
will also be shared in this paper.
Background
The 2015-2016 academic year is the third year the first author has been employed as a
tenure-track assistant professor in the Department of Engineering and Technology at
Western Carolina University (WCU). The first author was not born in the United States
(US) and has gained a great appreciation for studying abroad from her personal study
abroad experiences in Japan and the U.S. This appreciation and passion led the authors to
engage in the development of the department’s first international travel course for credit.
During the information collection stage, the authors investigated the causes for the
historical absence of study abroad opportunities in the department, determined if the
department would support efforts to develop an international travel course, and
understood the process for beginning such an endeavor.

Encouraged by the inaugural Generation Access Grant opportunity offered by the
Council on International Educational Exchange (CIEE), a non-profit organization
founded in 1947, the authors worked with CIEE to develop a course proposal and grant
application. The custom program was shaped to be a faculty-led two-week travel course
in Berlin, Germany. The course was scheduled for May 2016, with a focus on ProjectBased Learning (PBL) and cultural influences on engineering practices. For the grant
application, the authors prepared a proposal as well as a travel itinerary (with the CIEE
program manager’s help) and a course syllabus, although the last two items were not
required for the grant submission. Despite presenting a strong case, the authors were not
awarded the grant. The initial response to this decision was to end all efforts and pursue
other grant opportunities in the future. However, a week later, the CIEE program
manager offered a large per student discount (worth about half of the grant that we
applied for), because of the strong efforts and close collaborative work with the CIEE to
develop this faculty-led custom program. Although the discount was still less than the
grant, it was substantial. Thus we decided to move forward with the travel course
proposal. There have been many revisions and refinements of the course plan, involving
many people as outlined below in six modules.
The first module in collaboration is with colleagues in the department. Collaboration
with colleagues is a fundamental step to identify the pros and cons of such a travel
course. When the authors discussed the grant application with a few colleagues, the initial
response was that the course might not fit into the already overburdened curriculum in
our engineering and technology programs. However, after further discussions regarding
the PBL core of our curriculum, it was agreed that exposure to global issues was essential
for our students, and this travel course would greatly strengthen our potential for meeting
the student learning outcomes of the PBL sequence. Furthermore, some programs in our
department incorporate technical electives in their curricula, and this travel course could
be used for this purpose. The four program directors in the host department expressed
support in welcoming such a travel course into their programs’ curricula.
The second module in collaboration is with CIEE, or any third party that one may
collaborate. While developing the CIEE grant proposal, the authors discussed with the
CIEE program manager extensively via phone-calls and email, and many activities were
requested that were well aligned with the course syllabus. The offices of CIEE are spread
around the world. Therefore, the CIEE program manager was able to work closely with
their Berlin site to provide the required information and connections to enable the
creation of the custom program. In working closely with the CIEE, we were able to
secure a portion of the initially requested funds.
The third module is collaboration with students. The reason for offering a travel
course was not just for the sake of offering course credits, but for our students who are
earnest in gaining a study-abroad experience. A Qualtrics© email survey was distributed
in early September 2015 to all undergraduate Engineering and Engineering Technology
students. The results clearly conveyed a student passion for a travel course. The response

served as a validation of the efforts to create such a travel course. Nevertheless, a survey
response indicating a student’s willingness did not always mean that the student would
actually register for such a course. This can be due to various concerns, which are
discussed later in this paper. Of the prospective students who indicated a desire to
participate in this travel course, one student stood out, and was very eager to go on the
trip. This student not only talked to her friends, but also accompanied instructors to visit
classes to promote this travel course. This student shared her past experiences from
studying abroad, and explained how the students could apply for financial aid, etc. Some
of the student’s friends also applied for the travel course, and this student’s help was
instrumental in making progress toward the full development of the travel course.
The fourth module in collaboration is with colleagues on campus who have led
summer travel courses. Although there has never been a travel course offering in the
department, there have been quite a few travel courses offered at the university. The
authors took advantage of the on-campus international fair, an international program
workshop, and close contacts to get in touch with several faculty members who have led
summer travel courses. Those faculty members were passionate about their efforts to lead
travel courses and were open and willing to share their experience. There were several
common traits discovered about each of these faculty:








To keep the costs down, many faculty do not request stipends for course
development and delivery, despite that fact that the time and efforts dedicated to
preparing such a course is greater than all their other courses combined.
Due to the timing of the travel course, these faculty members often miss family
events that happen at the same time as the travel. In spite of such sacrifices, these
faculty members choose to participate for their students.
These faculty members are very diligent to ensure student safety. Some of them
are very thoughtful and even send letters to the parents of student participants
explaining the travel process and expectations.
These faculty members are proactive and flexible to include the most exciting and
relevant events into their programs. For instance, the itinerary of some travel
courses depends on current or emerging events during the travel, which cannot be
pre-planned. Hence, those faculty members need to always be alert for such
uncertainties, and the students trust them to have their best interests at heart.

Common to all faculty members interviewed was the sentiment that a travel course is far
from a vacation for either faculty or students, and it involves a huge amount of
preparation and execution. The 10 days or 2 weeks of travel, although seemingly short, is
a convergence of all the hard work, and proves to be very intense.
The fifth module in collaboration is with administration, especially when a new
travel course is offered. The collaboration with administration was occurring throughout
the entire planning phase, to keep all the parties involved and updated. The first thing that
the authors were grateful for is the WCU International Office Director distributing the
CIEE grant opportunity to all faculty on campus. This grant especially encouraged STEM

majors to apply, so the authors were motivated to explore this possibility. More than
providing the grant information, the director also provided detailed information on what
resources were available on campus, introduced the authors to a faculty member who had
led a travel course and was able to explain the procedure in proposing a travel course, and
included the first author in a meeting with the CIEE manager when she visited the
campus. The second item the authors were very grateful for is the consistent support of
their Department Head, Associate Dean and Dean. Everyone was engaged in discussions
about whether to continue the efforts or not, the number of credits for the course,
recruitment strategies to attract more students, and other logistical items. All the
administrators were extremely understanding and provided many good suggestions. For
instance, when we ran into an under-budget situation where insufficient insurance was
included in the original budget, our Department Head offered to pay for the difference
beyond what we had mentioned to our students earlier.
The sixth module in collaboration is with donors. An experienced travel course leader
might have ample experience to accurately estimate the travel costs, but a new instructor
of a travel course may be not so good at it. That’s what happened to us. When the authors
conducted the student survey, we proposed a cost figure based on our knowledge then,
but when all the required items were added into the budget, the final budget left no room
for project materials. One way to make the budget work was to recruit more students so
that the amount per student was reduced. However, the price of such a practice is that the
students may lose the small-group environment and the workload of the faculty may
exceed the level that makes the teaching effective. Therefore, we solicited donor
sponsorship on project materials and T-shirts. In our college, there is a development
officer who works closely with donors and she knows which board member would be
likely to help our travel course. Through the development officer’s connections, a donor
gladly accepted our request for course materials and T-shirts. On the T-shirts, we would
help advertise the donor’s company, making their help more rewarding for them.
Given all the modules in collaboration, a successful launching of a travel course comes
from not just a single module, but an integrated efforts of them all. All the modules in
collaboration are intertwined, and they are fostered throughout the entire duration of the
travel course’s development and implementation.
To foster an effective collaboration, the key is to find out the trustworthy
collaborators, trust them, learn from them, and appreciate them.
Through the collaborations with a wide-range of colleagues and friends, we discovered a
colleague had previously drafted a travel course proposal, but the proposal was declined
by the administration. That is why there had never been a travel course offered in our
department before. The common concerns include:
1. Why is the travel course, of 10 to 15 days, worth 3 credit hours while an oncampus course of 3 credit hours takes 16 weeks to finish? (incidentally, a 3 week
travel course is often worth 6 credit hours.)

2. How should the travel course be incorporated into the program curriculum?
3. In our case, the travel course is part of a Project Based Learning (PBL) course
sequence. How feasible is it for the students to finish their projects in a relatively
short time?
All of these concerns were valid and required answers before a travel course was offered.
To answer the first question, there are many lessons to be learned from the colleagues in
other departments of the university who had led travel courses 1. The common practices
to include travel in a course are mainly in two categories: a travel component course and
an independent travel course. An example of a travel component course is a course that
can be offered in the spring semester with clear indication that it involves a travel
component in the summer. The instructors will assign student grades as incomplete at the
end of the spring semester and assign the grades after travel. The advantage of such a
course is that the students will have taken a course on campus, and they get to know each
other as a cohort before traveling together. So the extra component of travel is not
regarded as unworthy of credit hours, as there is no added credits due to travel. However,
at WCU, this practice is not allowed, because it is not allowed to assign an incomplete to
an entire class section. However when a travel component is scheduled within a semester,
such as in the fall break or spring break, then it is allowed. Some courses are designed in
this manner. In the department, there is no flexibility to quickly create a dedicated
semester long course with a travel component, and this option is not presently available.
On the other hand, an independent travel course is a stand-alone course that lasts for 10
days, two weeks or three weeks, with possibly different numbers of credit hours. A
common number of credit hours is 3 but has been as high as 6. Sometimes two courses
have been offered on the same trip so that the entire trip is worth 6 credit hours, with each
course accounting for 3 credit hours. The justification behind these hours is the amount of
hard work that the students undertake, the extent of learning that they gain through travel
but not by other means, and the course design that helps the students to achieve the
learning outcomes in the course syllabus effectively. Typically, a 3 credit course is
offered in a 16-week semester, but some universities may offer it in 10-week quarters. A
travel course of 10 days or 2 weeks is another point on the spectrum to compress the
learning time, by intensifying the learning through direct experiences, with the same or
even more contact hours. In reflection when we have experiences that if we were to learn
about something we have never seen or experienced, it takes lengthy descriptions,
illustrations, metaphors, and analogies, and yet we may still not gain a thorough
understanding. However, by seeing or experiencing the objects or events, we immediately
discern their characteristics and they form a long-lasting impression in our memory, often
with associated emotional responses, as well. Thus, the goal of taking a travel course is to
facilitate learning through first-hand experiences.
To answer the second question, we needed to talk to our program directors. Better yet, this
included all of the colleagues in the discussion. The department offers two engineering
programs and two technology programs, each with mechanical or electrical concentrations.

PBL is implemented across all four undergraduate programs. PBL has been a hallmark of our
curriculum, exposing students to different disciplines and fostering inter-disciplinary
collaboration. In formal terms an ABET EAC accreditation criteria 2 for an engineering
program is
“h. The broad education necessary to understand the impact of engineering solutions in a global, economic,
environmental, and societal context”.
An ABET ETAC accreditation criterion for an engineering technology program is
“j. A knowledge of the impact of engineering technology solutions in a societal and global context”.
Although there is no plan to include the first travel course for assessment in the self-study for
ABET accreditation, eventually the assessment plan will need to consider the learning outcomes
that may be used in the future. Three out of the four programs include technical electives in their
curricula, and this travel course can be a technical elective. The other program does not include a
technical elective in its existing curriculum, so this travel course does not count as a major
course, but can still count towards the total credits for graduation.
To answer the third question, it was agreed that the travel course should be an elective in the
PBL course sequence, and a project would be an essential component. The PBL course sequence
ranges from freshman seminar to senior capstone projects, and gradually deepens the students’
knowledge to carry out practical projects, and prepares our students to succeed in their capstone
projects as well as engineering jobs in industry after graduation. This travel course aims at
incorporating the global perspective while allowing each student to work on a team project that
is appropriate for their expertise and level. Students are welcomed from all four programs, and
their friends in STEM majors or in entrepreneurship majors, at all undergraduate levels to enroll
in this travel course. Hence, we have a diversity of expertise and experience levels, which can be
both challenging and effective in the teaming.
Team-work and collaboration are key to ensure success in such a course. If this travel course
were to happen, students would be encouraged to propose a project they are passionate about.
The original plan was to have students find and buy the components they may need for the
project in Berlin during our stay so that they would immediately learn about different standards,
units, and cultural influences on engineering designs. A classroom would have been reserved
with a workshop with tools in a nearby university, so that the students would have the resources
to construct prototypes of their projects. At the end of the class, they would present their
prototypes to their peers and submit final reports to summarize what they had learned through
this process. The prototyping cycle would be intense, but not uncommon in a real world
situation. The course would also teach the students how to compose their resumes and how to
present themselves in job interviews, especially about their travel experiences.
Another big hurdle to offer such a travel course is the expense. At WCU, there is a
scholarship dedicated to study abroad programs, but to be eligible for the scholarship, the
students need to take another 3 credit hours during the same summer term. Financial aid
in summer also requires the students to take 6 credit hours. Therefore, for the students
who plan to apply for financial aid, they are strongly recommended to apply for the
scholarship, and apply for it early to increase their chance of success. Apparently some

students in other programs did their internships in Europe right after their travel course,
so the students were encouraged to apply for internships in Europe that would start
immediately after this travel course, enriching their travel experiences.
Another common concern of the students on the travel course is the fear of unknowns.
We had planned to meet regularly before the travel for students and faculty leaders to
meet and get acquainted, explain the activities they would participate in during the travel,
and answer any questions the students may have. Working with CIEE and having
experienced on-site support staff would bring us peace of mind, too.
As the PBL capstone projects are typically funded by industry partners through a center
liaison between our college and industries, the travel course should help foster any
possible sponsorship of such a capstone project from the site visit hosts. It would be
especially beneficial if the projects in this travel course could be a starting point for much
more extensive capstone projects later on.
Several useful practices were identified that were effective gauging student interests.
However, these should not be the only measure to estimate interest.
1. Email survey by Qualtrics. Qualtrics is a survey service sponsored by our
university and offers many features to streamline data collection through surveys.
We used it twice to reach out to all of our students. The first time was in
September 2015 when we were originally planning a travel course and asking
ourselves whether we should submit the course proposal to the upper
administration or not. We asked the students two questions: (1) if there were no
constraints, whether they’d like to join, (2) considering the price range and
timing, whether they expect themselves to be able to join. Quite a few students
responded yes to the first question but no to the second question. Thus we knew
that we should find ways to support our students more. There were also 30+
affirmative answers to the second question, reflecting a strong interest in this
travel course from our students, which motivated us to move the idea forward. So
we submitted the course proposal. Despite the 30+ affirmative answers to the
second question, when our course was officially approved and we could accept
course applications in November, many of the students who said yes earlier didn’t
follow up with an application. Later when the idea of a spring/fall break course
was considered, we worked closely with CIEE to develop an adapted program.
We sent out the second email survey with a comparison of the two options (a
summer course versus a spring break course). We asked the students to tell us
their choices as soon as possible. In spite of our impression and expectation that
the spring break course would fill up in no time, there wasn’t much interest in the
spring break option. Instead, the students who had committed to the summer
course still preferred the summer option. However, we were very glad that we had
sent out the second email to all the students, because some students who gave
affirmative responses to the second email had not responded to the first email. If
we were to only contact the small pool of students who responded to the first

email positively, we would have missed out on those students who responded
affirmatively to the second email survey but did not respond to the first email.
2. Talk to classes in person. After our first email Qualtrics survey revealed that the
majority of the interests, most were from junior and sophomore students, we
identified several major core courses at those levels and visited their classes.
Many classes took great interest in it, although not all students were responsive
due to concerns of costs and timing. In the several classes we visited earlier, we
always talked in a mode to promote this course, and some students responded
with some resistance. Then in a later class, a colleague helped us to ask his class
why the students still had not registered for this travel course yet. This turned out
to be a salient question, as most students immediately opened up and shared their
concerns on the costs and timing. A few students asked for spring/fall break travel
courses as they wanted to do internships during summer more than taking a travel
course. The real-time interactions helped us understand our students’ needs.
However, later when we proposed a spring break course option and compared it
with the summer course that had been approved earlier, no students actually
signed up for the spring break option. This made us wonder if some students
didn’t want to sign up, they would give some reasons or excuses. Even if we did
what they asked for, they might still have other reasons to show that we couldn’t
satisfy their needs. However, this exercise had really benefited our decision
process as the students who were committed to the summer course still preferred
the summer course, and we knew that we made the right choice for our students in
the first place. Also, the exercise we did for a spring/fall break travel course could
be useful for later planning, too.
3. Create infographics and post flyers in the hallways. An infographic is a
graphical representation of information that is more enticing for students to read
than pure text. We can embed hyperlinks easily in the infographic. We used
piktochart.com to create infographics about the course, and the full version
contains multiple pages (see Appendix 1). Then we created a one-page flyer for
each infographic to include a QR code link to the full version of the infographic
and provide a tinyurl link that the students can rip away (see Appendix 2). The
infographic web link can be represented as slideshows on computers, tablets and
cellphones. The first infographic was about the details of the summer course, and
the second infographic was about the comparison of the spring break option and
the summer option, as well as FAQ on questions that we had received by then.
Besides the one-page flyers that we posted at almost every turn of the stairways in
our building, we had also printed the full version of infographic pages and taped
them at two entrances of our building, so our students would definitely see them.
Maybe not all students would read them carefully, but a student told us that he did
go through all the infographic pages and he had found all the answers he would
like to know.
4. Let the students talk to their friends. We are lucky to have a student who is an
avid traveler. She has accompanied us to promote this course to some classes, and

she has also talked to her friends and classmates to encourage them to sign up this
course. The persuasion from a friend is very effective.
The biggest lesson we have learned in student recruitment is that we should recruit
early. We started the discussions of a travel course in September 2015, but since we were
not experienced in budgeting, we overestimated the student enrollment number and
underestimated the budget, so we had to request departmental and donor support to make
the budget feasible. Also, because the support came from our department or alumni, we
hoped our own students would benefit from them, so we focused our recruitment only
within our department. When we realized our recruitment goal was too high in December
2015, we reached out to other STEM and business majors. One of the student applicants
was a friend of our own student and from another department. However, since our
recruitment goal was too high, we needed to work with CIEE to reduce some activities to
make the budget to work, the student from another department did not feel like the trip
was worth the money any more, despite the fact that our program had a $1000 discount
per student and we had donor support for course materials. In comparison, our own
students were very understanding and flexible, as they understood the efforts we put into
creating this travel course for the first time. After the student from the other department
withdrew, we could not make our budget work, so we had to cancel the class. If we had
started recruiting earlier, we could have established better relationship with all the student
applicants, and we could have had the time to recruit more students.
Summary
This paper presented a case study for setting up collaborations in multiple modules in
order to create a travel course. These include collaborations within the department (with
both faculty and students), across campus, with a third-party provider and their
connections abroad, and with local industry donors. The authors would also like to
acknowledge the influence of the governmental incentive, because the CIEE grant was in
response to the President’s strategic plan initiative on study abroad programs 3 and the
Generation Study Abroad Initiative 4,5.
We received nine student applications in total but two had to withdraw. Therefore, we
could not get this course off the ground this year. However, if we did not overestimate the
student enrollment number and underestimate the budget, a travel course with seven
students could have been feasible.
The experiences and lessons learned during this process were very helpful for us and will
allow us to do a better job in the future. We hope that this paper will inspire other
institutions that have never offered a travel course before to give it a try, to benefit from
the lessons that we have learned, and to provide the students a safe, educational, and
exceptional faculty-led study-abroad experience.
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Appendix 1: A one-page flyer used in Dec 2015
On the next page.

Appendix 2: An infographic website with introduction of this travel course and our
answers to students’ questions.
The link is below:
https://magic.piktochart.com/output/8591453-engr493_berlin_2016
The print-out is attached after the next page in the last part of this paper.

