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Innovative Idea
Using Weeklong Educational Excursions to Promote International Experiences Introduction
Throughout the literature, researchers have agreed that internationalization is a priority among universities (Briers, Shinn, & Nguyen, 2010; Childress, 2009; Norris & Gillespie, 2010; Wingenbach, Boyd, & Linder, 2003). To reach the goal of doubling the amount of U.S students participating in an international experience (IE) by the end of the decade, a 14.5% increase is needed each year (IIE, 2014). International experiences (IEs) among students in agriculturally related majors increased 12.7% from the prior year, just short of the yearly goal (IIE, 2014).
While students have reported personal interest in participating in IE (Danjean, Bunch, & Blackburn, 2015; Briers et al., 2010; Bunch, Lamm, Israel, & Edwards, 2014), a variety of factors can influence whether or not students actually participate.

Spiering and Erikson (2006) found that students who chose not to take advantage of IE opportunities were deterred by the complexity of the IE process and presence of too many barriers, as well as by the inability to try out the experience during a shorter period of time. Of the barriers reported in the literature, time and financial cost have been reported most frequently (Briers et al., 2010; Danjean et al., 2015; Ludwig, 2007). As per Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behavior, students’ perceptions of barriers can negatively affect the likelihood they will participate in an IE. However, students may still choose to participate if they perceive motivating factors to outweigh potential barriers (Ajzen, 1991). In prior studies, students were motivated to participate if they perceived the IE as important and worth pursuing (Briers et al., 2010; Bunch et al., 2014; Danjean et al., 2015). Other motivating factors reported in the literature include career relevance of IE subjects and activities, gaining life experience, opportunities to experience another culture, peer influence, and strengthening a resume (Briers et al., 2010; Danjean et al., 2015; Zhai & Scheer, 2002).

How it works
Undergraduate and graduate students at Louisiana State University were given the opportunity to participate in a weeklong, international education excursion to Nicaragua during the spring break holiday. As part of the program, students participated in all day excursions to a coffee plantation, tobacco plantation, and rice farm. During these excursions the students met and spoke with business owners and managers to learn about the agricultural production process and practices at each site. Intermixed with the agricultural excursions were cultural experience activities, which included a lunch hosted by a Nicaraguan family, a zip-lining excursion through the rainforest canopy, a tour of Granada’s historical structures, a boat tour of lake Nicaragua, and a trip to the Messiah Volcano. The third component of the trip was centered on service learning.
The students participated in a scavenger hunt at the local market, during which they had to communicate and bargain with local vendors to purchase the food items on their list. The students then packaged and distributed food bags to families in a low-income neighborhood. The second half of the service learning day included a visit to a local elementary school. The students aided the elementary students with their homework and played games with them at recess. Students’ perceptions of the international agricultural education experience in Nicaragua were examined using pre and post trip meetings, field notes taken by the researcher, and journal entries and photographs submitted by the students.
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Results to Date
To date, four undergraduate students and three graduate students participated in the one-week international agricultural education experience in Nicaragua. The students’ reactions regarding their experience in Nicaragua were positive, and all students identified several benefits gained from their experience. In addition to “having a good time,” one student stated, “you can also develop your future by meeting all these different farmers…we have lifelong relationships with them now, so when we become teachers we will be able to connect back with those people.” Another student noted their change of perspective during their experience in Nicaragua and stated, “I feel like you come back with your eyes a little bit more open…I had the feeling a couple of times [there are] little things that we take for granted every day.” Regarding the barriers they had to overcome, one student acknowledged that financial cost was initially perceived as the major barrier, but stated “the money we paid was chump change for the experience that we got.” Another student added “the value of the experience is truly priceless when you think about it…as far as time goes, it’s worth every bit of the time we spent there.” The students also reported that efforts made by faculty to make them feel more comfortable going abroad helped them overcome fears that may have otherwise prevented them from participating in this experience and potential future international experiences. Of the students who participated in the international agricultural education excursion in Nicaragua, two later participated in a longer international experience in Slovakia.

Cost
The cost associated with the one-week Nicaragua educational excursion is the current cost of the program fee, tuition/fees, and airfare. At this time, the program fee is $2,200, which includes all excursions, hotel rooms, meals, and all ground transportation. The current cost of tuition at Louisiana State University is $252.20 per credit hour for undergraduate students and $305.60 per credit hour for graduate students. Each student earns one credit hour for completing the program successfully. It should be noted that undergraduate students who meet the requirements for the state funded tuition program will have their tuition waived. The airfare cost ranges between $400.00 and $600.00 per each ticket. As a result, the total cost of this one-week Nicaragua educational excursion ranges between $2,600.00 - $3,052.20 for undergraduate students, and $2,905.60 - $3,105.60 for graduate students, respectively.

Future Plans
AGED faculty at Louisiana State University plan to continue offering the Nicaragua educational excursion. Each year, the itinerary will alternate site visits to include all types of Nicaraguan agriculture to represent all students’ majors. As such, future in-country excursions will include visiting a Spanish horse breeding ranch, cattle ranch, livestock harvest facilities, and a banana plantation. The faculty plan to continue to include cultural activities and a community service component in the program. At the conclusion of each excursion, the AGED faculty plan to analyze the student pre and post trip focus group interviews, student journals, and student photographs to assist in determining how the students’ perceptions of participation in study abroad programs has changed as a result of this one-week educational excursion to Nicaragua. Finally, it is anticipated that AGED faculty will examine other variables included in students’ decisions to study abroad to better understand this phenomenon.
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