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Executive summary
Project context
Academic tour leaders and administrators in the Creative Industries Faculty at the
Queensland University of Technology (QUT) began this project as a way of developing forms
of assessment that could improve the quality of student learning in international short-term
study tours. The academic tour leaders had managed this type of study tour for many years
and felt that not all facets of student learning were catered for by existing assessment. They
wanted to maximise the benefits for students in this immersive study context to enhance
their learning and provide students with skills that could improve their opportunities of
securing a career in the competitive workplace.
This project therefore aimed to encourage reflective pedagogy to ensure student education
during outbound international short-term study experiences, especially in relation to
intangible learning outcomes. As opposed to skills-based outcomes and discipline-specific
knowledge that are easily tested or assessed, intangible outcomes are personal
characteristics and qualities that may be harder to measure, but are important for
employability. The project also aimed to bring coherence and consistency to the assessment
types that are deployed in these study tours.

Project approach
The project approach included collecting, assessing, and reporting on staff and student
feedback about their learning experiences in short-term international study tours. This data
were collected through questionnaires, focus groups, the Delphi method, and a symposium.
They have informed the development of intangible learning modules as a form of
assessment to enhance learning experiences and assist students to develop disciplinerelated knowledge and personal qualities that will prepare them for employment.

Outputs
Outputs for this project include:


a showcase presented at the ACEN 2016 national conference titled, ‘Assessing
intangible learning outcomes during short-term international outbound study
experiences’



the establishment of a national community of practice to support reflective
pedagogy for international study tours



extensive data collected using pre/post questionnaires with students, focus groups
about the student experience of trialled assessment modules, and a Delphi study
with academics across Australia. To date, two research articles have been submitted
to high-quality education journals: ‘Measuring intangible learning is problematic: The
challenge of assessment during international short-term study experiences’ and
‘Significant experiences and unexpected learning: Understanding short-term
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international study from the students’ perspective’. One additional article titled, ‘Colearning assessment modules to encourage intangible learning outcomes during
international study experiences’ is being finalised and will be submitted soon. Once
published, all articles will be available on QUT ePrints and to national and
international scholars.


a symposium titled, ‘Future-Proofing Global Citizens’ was held on 4 November 2016
and attended by community of practice members. The event featured presentations
by Dr Tim Hall, lead investigator for the EPITOME project from Western Sydney
University; Judith Smith, Associate Director Academic of Real World Learning at QUT;
five academics from Queensland universities; and the project team members.



the development and initial trialling of co-learning teaching modules as formative
assessment activities that enhance the immersive experience and facilitate student
reflection on intangible learning.

Project impact
This project will enhance the capacity of academics to design rigorous assessment for
students in outbound short-term international study experiences in an increasingly
globalised world. The co-learning teaching modules can be applied in multiple contexts with
advantages for teaching practice for outbound mobility across the higher education sector.
Feedback received during the Delphi process reveals that this project enabled the
community of practice members to think more deeply about the exact nature of intangible
learning, and how it may be used to help students develop and improve personal qualities.
For example, one expert wrote, ‘After involvement in this survey [intangible learning] is
clearly something that needs to be addressed and I intend to tackle it next year, after this
year's tour has been completed.’ Another wrote, ‘I would welcome input on how to
measure intangible learning’.
As short-term international study tours are becoming more common, it is critical that
research enables a deeper understanding of effective pedagogical practices during these
experiences in relation to their value for student learning immediately and in the long term.
The research findings suggest that to assist study tour leaders in Australia more focus needs
to be given to developing methods by which to assess intangible learning outcomes. Most
study tours include on-tour assessment tasks, but there is no standard format or assessment
method to ensure students are actually learning skills and knowledge valuable for their
immediate education and their future employment prospects. This is especially true of
intangible qualities such as innovation, initiative and resilience that are valued by employers
in a competitive global marketplace. The results of this project will assist academics and
staff in making judgements about the types of learning modes that are effective in shortterm study tours. This information will also be provided to academic teachers to assist them
in developing assessment tasks that will enhance student learning and provide students
with the skills and capacities that will enhance their employability and enable them to
secure jobs in an employment market increasingly characterised by uncertainty and
disruption.
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Findings
It is apparent that short-term international study provides transformational learning
experiences that significantly impact students personally and professionally. As short-term
international study tours are becoming more common, it is critical that projects enable a
deeper understanding of effective pedagogical practices during these experiences in relation
to their value for students immediately and in the long term.
This project resulted in several key findings that will inform pedagogy. Approximately twothirds of students noted the industry-related aspects of the study tours were the most
significant and memorable events. This fact demonstrates the contribution that study tours
can have on work integrated learning and the importance of industry connections. In
addition, both discipline-based knowledge and the acquisition of personal characteristics
are important learning outcomes that result from short-term international study
experiences, and are considered to be almost equally significant. Tour leaders also agreed
that the acquisition of personal qualities or characteristics was a valuable outcome for
students.
This research discovered that the two most common sources of student dissatisfaction in
study tours concerned the itinerary (organisation and activities) and travel issues. Although
sometimes unavoidable, these logistical factors can often be rectified with proper planning
or careful consideration of the difficulties that students may experience when travelling.
Students were especially concerned that the tours should be well-structured and organised,
and wanted to be reassured that the tours had clear goals and direction.
Developing the most efficacious itinerary design and assessment that encourage valuable
intangible learning and discipline-based knowledge is a challenging task. It is not always
possible to evaluate how skills and characteristics learned on tours can impact future career
prospects. These can often be personal and subjective developments that do not become
apparent in student behaviour. Nevertheless, many students surveyed were aware of
acquiring new skills, including learning of an intangible nature. Attention needs to be
directed to assessing intangible learning outcomes to improve students’ chances of securing
beneficial learning outcomes in this mode. This is especially critical as the demands for
employment in a global market become more competitive.
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Chapter 1: Project context
International short-term study offers educational experiences that are different from
traditional work placements and industry-based projects. As opposed to discipline-based
campus learning or other forms of international work integrated learning (WIL), they often
focus on and generate rewarding intangible learning outcomes. Research also suggests that
international experience is valued in relation to student’s employability (Archer & Davison,
2008). For employers, such experience promotes the acquisition of positive employability
skills that include tolerance, open-mindedness, creativity, initiative, empathy, resilience and
respect (Malicki & Potts, 2013; Potts, 2015). Researchers such as Potts and Berquist have
suggested that students participating in international study commonly undergo positive
‘personal development, cultural understanding, [and] long-term life impacts’. These
experiences lead to forms of intangible learning that include ‘intercultural competence’, the
adoption of ‘global perspectives’ and improved ‘intellectual development’ and ‘cognitive
learning’ (Potts & Berquist, 2014, p. 1).
The non-traditional learning outcomes that are manifested in short-term international study
are often not effectively recognised by institutions (Potts, 2015). There are no formal
national assessment frameworks for intangible learning, nor is there an extensive record of
research into pedagogical approaches that may deliver and promote such learning (Tucker &
Weaver, 2013). It is this lack of attention to an important mode of learning that this project
looks to rectify, and has done so by capturing evidence from the students and teachers that
undertake short-term international study tours.
Many Australian universities recognise the need to internationalise their curricula to reflect
the expansive values of globalism (Rizvi & Walsh, 1998; Knight & de Wit, 1995). As Leask
argues, ‘[t]he ultimate purpose for internationalizing a curriculum is to improve the learning
outcomes of students’ (Leask, 2013, p. 116). These activities, however, have predominantly
focused on inbound international students in the past, or on long-term study abroad
programs of outbound students.
Yet, recently there has been a discernible shift towards short-term outbound mobility,
reflected in the growth of international study units in university curricula over the past
decade (Tarrant & Lyons, 2012). This phenomenon has been recognised and encouraged in
publications such as the Universities Australia Agenda for Australian Higher Education 2013–
2016 that states, ‘Universities should aim to increase the number of Australian students
who study overseas for part of their course, making Australian graduates and universities
more global in orientation’ (p. 10). The number of Australian students studying overseas,
especially for short time periods, has been steadily increasing and ‘enrolments in
international education programs are projected to grow exponentially as students, parents,
and university personnel seek to prepare future leaders who can live and work effectively in
a global environment’ (Savicki, 2008, p.1).
Like many other institutions, QUT and UQ, the partnering institutions for this project, seek
to produce globally oriented, industry-ready students who can benefit from the
internationalisation of curriculum in Australian universities. Student demand is also a critical
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factor in this trend as is evidenced at QUT, which has seen a 70 per cent increase in shortterm international activity from 2014 to 2015. Likewise, a recent UQ student survey found
that 90 per cent of students would be interested in completing a faculty-led international
experience. Australian government funding to facilitate greater global mobility for
Australian students has helped foster this demand and plays an important role in providing
opportunities for such study (Pasfield, Taylor & Harris, 2009; Universities Australia, 2013).
While there is new demand for this type of learning, however, the current links between
learning outcomes, assessment tasks and teaching techniques are often ad hoc and largely
dependent on the academic experience of individual teachers. This leads to inconsistent
approaches to pedagogy in this field and reinforces the need for a more evidence-based
approach to assessment and reliable data that can guide understanding of the impact
validation of these experiences. Although the Outbound Mobility Best Practice Guide for
Australian Universities offers some practical guidance on outbound experiences, it does not
address the issue of assessment for short-term study experiences (AIM Overseas, 2010).
This project builds on the UQ mobility project undertaken with the Australian Collaborative
Education Network (ACEN) and the International Education Association of Australia (IEAA).
These organisations are developing best practice guides for international short-term
extracurricular activities (including internships and volunteering). In addition, prior to the
start of this OLT project, the Assistant Dean Academic at QUT awarded a small grant to the
QUT project team members to begin gathering data from 2014 international short-term
study experiences. This data formed the basis for the project.
This project was also informed by the 2014 OLT-funded project Enhancing programs to
integrate tertiary outbound mobility experiences (EPITOME) led by Dr Tim Hall at the
Western Sydney University. Dr Hall served on the reference committee for the project
reported here.
There is a notion that intangible learning is fundamental to student experiences during
short-term international study, but discerning, defining and demonstrating forms of
intangible learning can be very challenging. Few researchers have ventured to offer detailed
explanations of the phenomenon, and the struggle to find methodologies that adequately
‘uncover’ it has impeded the development of curriculum capable of substantiating claims
that tours encourage such experiences. These limitations have, in turn, inhibited the
establishment of coherent administrative, logistical and pedagogical frameworks that focus
on this type of learning in international study tours (Potts & Berquist, 2014).
Although there is a large body of research into international study, comparatively little has
been directed at the international short-term study tour as a distinct learning option for
students. Previous studies that have collected formative data provide some insight into the
nature of short-term international intangible learning experiences include O’Reilly et al.
(2014), Potts and Berquist (2014), Fenech et al. (2013), Tucker and Weaver (2013), Vande
Berg (2007), Chieffo and Griffiths (2004), and Ingraham and Peterson (2004).
More recently, Tucker and Weaver (2013) conducted qualitative research at Swinburne
University in Australia to investigate long-term professional and personal learning gained in
short-term outbound study for international business students. They surveyed a small
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sample of nine business students on one tour to determine if they acquired ‘strong crosscultural communication skills, an ability to appreciate social and cultural differences and a
higher level of self-confidence as potential global citizens’ (p. 1). Posing specific questions
about intangible learning in relation to confidence levels, teamwork, problem-solving ability,
personal development, interpersonal interactions and cultural awareness, they found that
all students ‘agreed the tour had greatly benefitted their confidence and communication
with people from different backgrounds—so personal development and confidence was
boosted by participation in tours’ (p. 12).
Researchers considering both teaching and student learning in cultural exchanges at the
University of Montana used a qualitative and quantitative survey of 65 students and staff to
assess the manner in which these programs facilitated intangible learning (O’Reilly et al.,
2014). The research team identified a number of consistent themes in this regard, such as
enhanced cultural awareness, cultural sensitivity and professional development. In addition,
the study resulted in ‘evidence that participants experienced increased inspiration and
desire for self-improvement, self-discovery, and ultimately transformation’, which
prompted the researchers to conclude that study tours are a highly effective way to
promote student self-awareness and life-long learning (p. 52).
These studies have provided useful insight into intangible learning, but there have been few
coordinated attempts to develop or propose specific assessment curriculum that, after
securing feedback from students, might enhance intangible learning outcomes that are
reportedly gained during short-term study tours. This seed project represents the first phase
in filling this gap.
This project aimed to encourage reflective pedagogy to ensure student learning about
intangible qualities during outbound international short-term study experiences. The
evidence collated from students in a range of research studies and methods in this project
provide outcomes that will enhance the capacity of academics to design rigorous
assessment for outbound short-term international study experiences in an increasingly
globalised world.
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Chapter 2: Project approach
This project employed an action research methodology to better understand assessment
considerations during short-term international study tours that foster beneficial and useful
intangible learning outcomes. Action research involves a cyclical process of research, action
and reflection and includes an iterative process of testing theory through practical
interventions and action (Kindon, Pain & Kesby, 2007). It enables the researcher(s) to
identify an issue, implement research to learn about that issue and undertake relevant
action in response to the issue, and finally reflect upon the action that needs to be taken.
The cycle often recommences by using what was learned in the first cycle to inform the next
(Kindon, Pain & Kesby, 2007).
Using an action research framework, this project used multiple data collection methods that
resulted in qualitative and quantitative findings. These included an audit of international
short-term study experiences at Australian universities, an online questionnaire with past
students who participated in a QUT international study experience, the Delphi method to
solicit and summarise input from experienced academics across Australia, a trial of colearning teaching modules, focus groups with students who had experienced the modules in
2016, and a short questionnaire with tour leaders who trialled the modules. Prior to the
administration of this research, the team received university ethical approval for research
on human subjects. The following sections briefly describe each of these methods.

Audit
Building on the short-term mobility project conducted by UQ, and student data previously
collected at QUT, the project team conducted an online audit of short-term international
outbound study experiences offered by all Australian universities. A review of information
available on university websites was conducted. Results showed:
•
•
•
•
•

at least 19 Universities around Australia offer tours
universities offered anywhere between one and 15 tours
the average number of tours per university was six
tours were identified to be offered in all states except Tasmania
tour destinations included six continents, outlined in Figure one.
Figure One: Study tour destinations

Middle
East
4%
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America
2%

Africa
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America
13%
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18%

Asia
Pacific
62%
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There were common logistical characteristics of study tours identified during the audit, for
example:
•
•
•
•

the most common duration was two weeks, ranging from eight days to six weeks
two-thirds of the tours were discipline specific
the average number of students on a tour was 17, ranging from 10 to 32
approximately two-thirds of the tours had one leader and one-third had two leaders.

The study tours identified through the audit covered a wide variety of topics, as shown
below.
religion
history
creative industries
aviation
photography
international
business
leadership
architecture
industrialism
graphic design
petroleum
engineering
art history
urban planning
music

art
cultural studies
film
nutrition
photojournalism
international
relations
interior design
ecology
tourism
marketing
project management
geography
agricultural studies
animation

archaeology
law
television
public health
journalism
environmental
science
communication
animal trafficking
public health
advertising
international
development
economics
museum studies
industrial design.

entrepreneurship
social work
management
accounting
languages
resource
management
design
sustainability
sports and exercise
urban design
landscape
architecture
economics
entertainment

The results of the audit contributed to the rest of the project.

Questionnaire with past students
The project manager administered an online questionnaire with past student participants of
QUT international study experiences. The three questions were open-ended and thus
allowed students a free range of subjective responses about their study tour experiences.
Respondents’ exact words were used to provide the most complete analysis of opinion. The
selected questions asked students to reflect upon the most liked, disliked, and unexpected
experiences during their study tour. Responses were initially assessed using an open-coding
process to identify consistent themes, and was then further coded through content analysis
techniques (Bauer & Gaskell, 2000; Flick, 2006), which entailed multiphased thematic coding
(Boyatzis, 1998; O’Reilly et al., 2014). Data were manually coded and refined during team
discussions. The themes and subthemes included articulated topics that consistently
emerged in students’ responses. This process helped define the most relevant information
regarding student experiences. It was paramount to maintain a consistent and repeatable
methodological approach throughout the analysis, so the definition of the various thematic
categories, their articulation, and formulation were debated and refined over multiple
rounds by the researchers.
Short-term international study experiences
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The three qualitative questions used for analysis were:
1. Describe the most significant or memorable experience you had on this tour.
2. Describe what you least liked about the tour.
3. Was there anything unexpected that really impacted you on the tour? If yes, please
describe.

Delphi method
The Delphi method is a dialectical process used to reach a consensus about an issue for
which there may not be initial agreement (Dick, 2002). It was conceived as a group
technique to obtain a reliable consensus of opinion from a panel of experts through a series
of intense questionnaires with controlled feedback (Landeta, 2006). Because it includes
multiple iterations of similar questions (typically three iterations) with immediate answer
collation and distribution, it is appropriate within an action research framework. Once the
first round of answers was collated and summarised, the experts received the answers given
by others and could choose to either maintain their original answers or alter them. Followup questions were also asked to clarify previous answers. This process has been shown to
effectively lead to a convergence of themes, and has the added benefit of mutual education,
since experts who are able to justify their initial answers based on their own experience also
learn from each other’s answers and experiences (Dick, 2002).
An online Delphi process was deemed to be an appropriate method for this project. A
potential limitation of the method is that multiple iterations require consistent involvement,
and some experts may reduce their participation if they are busy, or for some other reason
that means their commitment to the research may falter. Therefore, efforts were taken to
minimise the burden on participants by keeping the number of questions to a minimum and
the amount of time between each iteration request to be relatively short.
To determine the panel of experts, the research team used the results of the online audit of
international study tours around Australia. For the 117 tours located, 99 different study tour
leaders (the experts) were identified and were approached via email to be part of the Delphi
process. Fifteen experts confirmed their participation, constituting a 15% response rate for
the study. The participants included experts from 11 universities in four of Australia’s eight
states and territories. The sample size of 15 for the Delphi method is acceptable and is
consistent with previous studies that were reviewed (Landeta, 2006).
To ease tracking and data entry, the questions were administered using Key Survey (a webbased survey program) through QUT. The questions were open-ended and the participants
were given approximately two weeks to respond to each round of questions. The four initial
questions posed were:
1. As a leader of outbound short-term international study tours, how do you currently
assess student learning?
2. Has your assessment changed while you have been a short-term international study
tour leader? Why/Why not?
3. What do you understand as the most important learning outcomes from outbound
short-term international study tours?
4. Does your current assessment capture these learning outcomes? If yes, please
Short-term international study experiences
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outline how. If no, what is preventing this process?
The research team received 15 responses from the first round of questions, which were
collated. The research team (including six researchers) then employed a thematic analysis
process to determine and manually code the answers into a number of primary themes. This
process included initial open coding to determine general themes, followed by a group
discussion to develop consensus around these themes. Then a second round of coding was
completed by two of the researchers. Because the answers provided by the experts were
generally brief and the sample size was relatively small, the second round of coding was also
done manually and resulted in the production of a summary of the responses. This summary
(with anonymous answers) was sent back to the 15 experts within two weeks for the next
review and consideration. The team also asked four follow-up questions and requested
additional explanation and reflection about their original answers. Nine participants
responded to the second iteration of questions. The analysis process was repeated, and a
third and final set of questions was then distributed. Eleven participants responded to the
final iteration. A final report was then distributed to all participants.

Project symposium
QUT and UQ hosted a symposium titled, Future-Proofing Global Citizens in Brisbane on the
QUT campus and presented the preliminary co-learning modules and recommendations.
The project manager asked participants to evaluate content discussed in the symposium and
aid in formative evaluation of the project. Over 25 people attended the symposium. (Refer
to Appendix E for the for the symposium agenda.)

Trialling Assessment modules
Initial research on the learning outcomes of the study tours and anecdotal information from
the tour leaders suggested that the existing assessment used at QUT, five journal or blog
entries during the tour, were not as effective as hoped. Students often simply described
what they did during the tour without reflecting deeper on the implications of those
experiences and on the intangible learning outcomes that may have resulted. Therefore, the
team designed, pretested, and implemented co-learning modules that specifically focused
on various intangible learning outcomes commonly associated with international short-term
study tours.
The modules were designed to be short, manageable activities undertaken during the tours
to help students immerse themselves more fully in the international experience. See
Appendix B. Each module was pass/fail to encourage students to try something without
being overly concerned with a grade. In addition, activities were designed to address
specific aspects of the tour that students had found difficult or that had not fully engaged
them. For example, wayfinding through a place such as New York City and arriving at a
destination on time is an important aspect of being immersed in an urban location and
being an independent traveller. Students were sometimes intimidated about navigating the
street grid and the subway system and often relied heavily on directions provided by the
tour leaders. To address this, an orientation module was designed to encourage students to
find their way to five different landmarks in the city prior to the beginning of the tour. This
gave students a reason to go to different places and learn how to navigate in an unfamiliar
environment, but also enabled them to do it in a context that was safe and low-stress.
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Five modules were delivered during each tour and were chosen by the tour leaders based
on the content and structure of the tour. The co-learning modules were trialled during eight
QUT short-term international study experiences in late 2016. The project manager,
administered a questionnaire to the participating students that included three questions
about their experience of the assessment modules. In addition, the questionnaire with tour
leaders and the focus groups described below, gathered feedback on the modules.

Questionnaire with tour leaders
All tour leaders who trialled the co-learning modules in semester two 2016 were sent a
short questionnaire to reflect on how effective or ineffective the modules were during their
tour. Three tour leaders responded to the questionnaire, constituting a response rate of 27
per cent. In addition, three of the project team members who ran study tours in 2016 and
trialled the modules also completed the questionnaire as a means of reflection. The tour
leaders were asked to respond to the following three questions:
1. Did the module assessment enrich the tour experience for students?
2. Did the module assessment make students more aware of existing intangible
learning?
3. Did engaging with the modules create more work for you on tour?

Focus group with students
The project manager facilitated two focus groups with students who had recently returned
from a study tour. The focus groups were conducted in February 2017, when students were
back on the QUT campus and available for a discussion. Students were invited to participate
in the focus groups via email and were given a $20 Visa gift card for their participation. The
questions asked of the participants focused on their experience and opinion of the colearning modules, and whether they saw them as beneficial to learning during the
immersive tour experience. A total of 19 students participated in the focus groups. The
following questions were asked:
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

During your 2016 study tour you likely completed five modules that were developed
to facilitate various learning outcomes, such as: curiosity, open-mindedness, initiative,
empathy, respect, resourcefulness, cultural humility, risk-taking, resiliency, tolerance,
flexibility and understanding of others. Can you describe which modules were selected
for your individual tour?
How easy or difficult did you find completing the modules? If 1 is very easy, and 5 is
very difficult.
Which module/s best assisted your learning? And why?
Which module/s least assisted your learning? And why?
Do you see any benefits of completing these modules while on tour? If yes, please
explain.
Are there any negative aspects of completing these modules while on tour? If yes,
please explain.
Do you have any suggestions for how the modules could be improved to increase their
impact on the tour experience and the learning that occurred?

Short-term international study experiences

16

8.
9.

What would be your recommendation for the number of modules completed by
students during a study tour? Please explain.
Do you have any final comments related to the modules and their incorporation in
study tours?
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Chapter 3: Project outputs and findings
Key findings
This project enlisted various methods to collate evidence about measuring the impact of
assessment on students’ intangible learning in study tours. This led to a number of findings
and outputs. After completing one cycle of the action research we trialled a range of colearning modules and then reflected on their effectiveness after receiving feedback from
staff and students. This input has allowed us to reach specific findings that contribute to an
increased understanding of short-term international study tours, including the student
experience, and the attitudes of staff about the appropriate pedagogy to employ to enhance
student intangible learning.

Key findings from the Delphi study
Findings from the Delphi study included four key areas of agreement among the experts.
 Both discipline-based knowledge and the acquisition of personal qualities are
important learning outcomes that result from short-term international study
experiences, and are considered to be almost equally significant.
 Assessment almost always occurs on tour, but also just over half of the tours include
either pre- or post-tour assessment.
 Formative assessment for learning is predominantly used rather than learning that is
tested during summative assessment.
 Facilitated reflection is considered an important way to encourage learning during a
study tour.
These areas of agreement demonstrate that there is a level of commonality regarding the
pedagogy used during study tours. Of note was the respondents’ recognition that the
acquisition of personal qualities or characteristics was a valuable outcome for students.
Specific examples of learning outcomes mentioned by the participating experts include:
confidence, independence, respect, imagination, ambition, self-awareness, empathy, critical
thinking, cultural understanding, a sense of group identity and purpose, and a sense that a
worldview can be challenged and doing so is both rewarding for personal growth and worth
the effort.
In contrast, the experts communicated increased divergence on the topic of how to assess
learning outcomes during their tours throughout the Delphi process. Initially, 30 per cent (3
out of 10) indicated that their assessment does not address intangible learning outcomes. A
follow-up question asked participants to reflect further on this issue, and 44 per cent of the
experts (4 out of 10) responded that they do not currently assess intangible learning
outcomes, as they are too difficult to assess. Furthermore, the project team asked the
participants to describe the criteria used to assess their existing learning outcomes,
specifically requesting if they could capture and assess behaviour change. Unfortunately,
none of the participants provided this information. This could represent a limitation of the
online Delphi process, but also indicates a considerable degree of uncertainty about how to
assess intangible learning. This was an important finding and suggests that future research
must first find a way to understand this mode of learning more thoroughly, and then find
forms of assessment that can encourage or elicit intangible learning, legitimately capture it,
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and be able to demonstrate that this assessment is having a beneficial impact on students’
intangible learning skills.
Despite these difficulties, experts raised ‘facilitated reflection’ as one way to encourage
intangible learning during a study tour. This is highlighted by Lutterman-Aguilar and
Gingerich (2002), who posit that any study abroad program that does not ‘structure
reflection and critical analysis of the international experience itself into the curriculum is not
engaging in experiential education’ (p. 45). Yet, as these researchers also proposed,
students do not always know how to reflect automatically on what they are learning and
must be taught how to do so. This presents another topic for future exploration, and also
indicates how important it is that teaching staff understand the nature of intangible learning
and how to elicit it in learning outcomes through the design of effective assessment tasks.

Key findings from the student questionnaires
The research team also presented a range of questionnaires to students to ascertain the
nature of their experiences in QUT study tours and what types of intangible learning were
gained, and if it was encouraged by assessment tasks and the itinerary design of the tours.
In response, students provided valuable insight into their experiences and also related
important intelligence about their priorities and values; for example, details were provided
about how much students valued industry contacts and career opportunities, compared to
peer and personal relationships. Important information also surfaced about how
preoccupied or impacted students were with the process of adjusting to overseas travel.
Students identified connections with industry as one of the most significant and valuable
aspects of a study tour. The substantial proportion of the cohort that referred to the culture
and environment suggests that students are often adequately prepared for what they will
confront in relation to academic and professional expectations, but not necessarily the nonacademic dimensions of their experience. Given that 70 per cent of students stated that
industry-related aspects were the most significant and memorable events, it seems that
students anticipated an expansion of knowledge in industry and discipline realms, but
underestimated the degree to which they would learn about the cultural, geographic, and
place-based aspects of their tour destinations.
Study tours offer many direct benefits for students’ educational, professional and personal
prospects and provide students with privileged access to industry and future career options,
while also enabling the exploration, learning and appreciation of diverse global cultures.
These experiences may be particularly fruitful for eliciting and facilitating intangible learning
in international immersive environments. However, the fact that very few students reported
experiencing unexpected personal transformation might suggest that intangible learning
was not at the forefront of their awareness. Whether this is due to a conscious decision by
students, or because of poor study tour design is yet to be determined and requires
clarification through further research.
This research also discovered that the two most common sources of student dissatisfaction
in study tours related to the itinerary (organisation and activities) and travel issues. In many
cases, these are logistical factors that can be rectified with proper planning or careful
consideration of the difficulties that students may experience when travelling. When
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students were invited to offer a critical assessment of tours, they were especially concerned
that the tour should be well-structured and organised, and wanted to be reassured that the
tours had clear goals and direction.
The findings generated by this research aspect contribute to the knowledge and
understanding of student experience during short-term international study tours. This
knowledge can contribute to the development of standards for pedagogical design to
ensure short-term international study tours are valuable experiences for intangible student
learning. Although it is critical to enable individualisation of study tours that take advantage
of the unique qualities of international locations, disciplinary demands, and the unexpected
opportunities that arise simply by being in the right place at the right time, an increased
focus on the study tour organisation that is sensitive to student perspectives can only
improve the study experience.

Key findings about co-learning modules
In response to the research findings reported above, the research team developed colearning modules to elicit intangible learning outcomes and these were integrated into the
QUT study tours that were run in 2016. The research team then investigated how effective
this had been by questioning the tour leaders who trialled the co-learning modules. In
general, tour leaders reported that the modules enriched the tour experience and helped
students engage in more observations and analysis. They also served to facilitate discussion
among the tour cohort, as well as enable individual reflection.
The tour leaders agreed that most of the co-learning modules trialled made the students
more aware of intangible learning. There was evidence of active learning, and the tour
leaders saw the students exhibit increased confidence and initiative, a willingness to try new
things and the ability to reflect more deeply on their experience. Despite these added
benefits, there was a concern that the co-learning modules created additional work for the
tour leaders. Half of the leaders claimed that some of the modules were onerous and overly
complex due to the time required to explain, deliver and assess each module, in addition to
the logistical requirements to accurately record which students successfully completed the
modules during the tours. There was a lack of consensus about how many modules were
suitable for the study tour format—some thought that five was too many, others believed
the modules could be expanded and become a larger part of the tour. However, all tour
leaders agreed that it was important to ensure enough flexibility to adapt the modules to
suit the needs and logistics of each tour.
Focus groups were also conducted with students who experienced the co-learning modules
to secure opinions about their effectiveness. The focus group discussions revealed that, in
general, students found the modules easy to complete and the number of activities was
seen as reasonable from their perspective. In relation to questionnaire and focus group data
derived from students and tour leaders, the success of the modules depended on:
•
•
•
•

a balance between the complexity and simplicity of the module activity, as too
complex led to confusion and too simple led to disinterest
explanation of the relevance of the module activity
adequate integration of the module activity within the tour itinerary and structure
the students’ relevant prior learning.
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When designing co-learning modules the following need to be carefully considered:
• mode of delivery
• location(s)
• context and environment
• potential language barriers
• timing during the day and within the duration of the tour
• effective articulation of the expected learning and relevance of the activities.
The student responses revealed several benefits of the modules, specifically that:
• they provided a regular reminder that students were not on a holiday
• they consolidated learning
• they led to greater retention of knowledge learned on the tour through hands-on
activities
• they facilitated tangible and embedded learning (rather than theoretical)
• they allowed for differences in learning styles.
In the surveys and focus group discussions, students indicated that significant
transformations occurred during study tours on professional and personal levels. Our
findings support contentions proposed in other research into study abroad: ‘International
experiences can be transformative in nature as they may impact both personal and
professional attitudes as well as extend an individual’s global perspective’ (O’Reilly et al.,
2014, p. 57; Hamza, 2010). Some of the experiences reported by students were
transformative in ways directly related to intangible learning. These included a readiness to
be more open-minded to different paradigms and opportunities, as in the response: ‘They
made me see different points of view’, and ‘We spoke of what we wanted to achieve in our
careers and the benefits of doing study tours around the world. They certainty help to learn
new things, other applications and methods, and gives one a different perspective on
everything in life.’
This type of transformation has been reported in other studies with references to students’
‘greater cultural sensitivity’ (Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen & Hubbard, 2006, 459), and a
heightened appreciation for other cultures (Pence & Macgillivray, 2008). Similar impacts on
personal development have been mentioned in other research, as in Fenech’s observation
that students acquired ‘improved awareness of global issues, and increased self-confidence
and self-esteem’ (Fenech et al., 2013, p. 458). Tucker and Weaver also observed ‘improved
student confidence’ (2013), and Potts and Berquist cited Dwyer’s (Potts & Berquist, p. 5;
Dwyer 2004a and b) study in which 95 per cent of students reported increased selfconfidence and maturity.
A number of outcomes were also reported by students, including examining their personal
relationships and interaction with peers, enhancing skills in communication, and developing
personal and professional networking skills. On personal reflection, students became aware
of transformation and growth, increased confidence, more resourcefulness, tolerance,
initiative, curiosity and greater maturity. They also had to adjust and adapt to group
dynamics with variables linked to personality clashes, disruptive behaviour, cultural
differences, unequal ratios between men and women (some groups had a much higher
cohort of women over men), differences in age, and student peers from diverse disciplinary
backgrounds.
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This required the acquisition of social skills and open-mindedness, curiosity, cultural respect,
empathy, resourcefulness, adaptability, time management, organisation, leadership,
confidence, creativity, cognitive flexibility, and initiative.

Recommendations
It is apparent that short-term international study provides transformational learning
experiences that significantly impact students personally and professionally. As short-term
international study tours are becoming more common, it is critical that projects enable a
deeper understanding of effective pedagogical practices during these experiences in relation
to their value for students immediately, and in the long term.
Developing the most efficacious itinerary design and assessment that encourages intangible
learning is a challenging task. It is not always possible to evaluate how intangible skills that
are learned on tours can impact future career prospects. These can often be personal and
subjective developments that do not always become apparent in student behaviour.
Nevertheless, many students surveyed were aware of acquiring new skills, including learning
of an intangible nature. This project supports existing research around intangible learning,
and is focused on Bennet’s proposition for ‘curiosity, initiative, risk taking, suspension of
judgment, cognitive flexibility, tolerance of ambiguity, cultural humility, and
resourcefulness’ (Bennet, 2008, p. 20). Other outcomes such as ‘personal development,
cultural understanding, [and] long-term life impacts’ are commonly experienced by students
participating in international study, leading to intangible learning that includes,
‘intercultural competence’, the adoption of ‘global perspectives’ and improved ‘intellectual
development’ and ‘cognitive learning’ (Potts & Berquist, 2014, p. 1).
As stated, attention needs to be directed to assessing intangible learning outcomes to assist
study tour leaders to improve their chances of securing beneficial learning outcomes for
students in this mode. Although study tours almost always include on-tour assessment,
there is no standard assessment method to ensure students are actually learning skills that
are valuable for their future employment. This is especially critical as the demands for
employment in a global market become more competitive.

Short-term international study experiences

22

Chapter 4: Impact and future needs
Impact
The intent of this project is to bring consistency, improvement and innovation to short-term
international study curriculum policy and practices at QUT and UQ, and in the broader
tertiary sector, both nationally and internationally. Through an action research framework
that included the facilitation of the Delphi method with academics around Australia, the
project was able to increase awareness of assessment challenges for study tours and the
potential benefits of co-learning teaching modules. Follow-up with the community of
practice members after completion of the grant will include an assessment of their use of,
satisfaction with, and suggested changes to the co-learning modules. The research team will
use this iterative process to revise the recommendations and submit them for inclusion in
the AIM Overseas Outbound Mobility Best Practice Guidelines for Australian Universities. A
broader aim is to increase acceptance of intangible learning and the value of short-term
international study following the grant completion. (Refer to Table One for the updated
impact plan.)
Table One: Updated IMPEL (Impact Management Planning and Evaluation Ladder)
IMPEL

Project completion

1. Team members  Faculty recognition
of contributions to
teaching and
learning
improvement
 Increased confidence
in student learning
evidenced by high
evaluation scores
 Enhanced leadership
capacity
2. Immediate
 Students (during trial
students
period) report better
understanding and
satisfaction of
learning outcomes
 Students develop
observable agency
over their learning
3. Spreading the  Presentation at
word
National ACEN 2016
Conference
 Two academic
journal articles
submitted and one
in progress
 Ongoing discussions
among community
of practice about
assessment with
organic links to
members’ own
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Realised and anticipated changes at:
Six months postTwelve months
completion
post-completion

 At least five citations
of the published
findings
 Articles in the
Conversation and
other outlets
 Submission for
CADAD’s consideration
(Council of Australian
Directors of Academic
Development)

Twenty-four
months postcompletion

 At least 10
citations of the
published findings
 Presentation to
two other
universities to
inform their
short-term
international
study curriculum
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IMPEL

Project completion

Realised and anticipated changes at:
Six months postTwelve months
completion
post-completion

Twenty-four
months postcompletion

networks
 Presentation to
QUT’s and UQ’s
Learning and
Teaching
Committees and
Student Experience
Committee
4. Narrow
opportunistic
adoption

Community of practice
trial rubric and adjust
assessment requirements
based on guidelines

5. Narrow
systemic
adoption
6. Broad
opportunistic
adoption

Guidelines adopted by
relevant QUT faculties

7. Broad systemic
adoption

Community of
practice members
adopt guidelines

Guidelines adopted
by relevant UQ
faculties
Submitted to
Australian Institute
for Mobility (AIM)
Overseas for
inclusion in their
best practice guide

 National
recognition of
guidelines
 Australian
students benefit
from
assessment
improvement
Sector-wide
adoption of the
guidelines

Future research
There needs to be considerable theoretical and applied investment into the type of
assessment used for intangible learning. Maximising the potential of such learning requires
more than simply drawing attention to such learning on a tour, either through assessment,
facilitated reflection, or other means, in the hope of leading students towards
transformational learning that has a beneficial influence on their future behaviour. It is
prudent to conduct further research and experiment with various modes of assessment and
solicit immediate student feedback to better understand the actual learning outcomes that
are generated. In addition, research is also needed to determine the longitudinal impact of
short-term international study experiences on students. Existing research has highlighted
the fact that substantial improvement or growth in complex behavioural outcomes, such as
intercultural learning, can take much longer than the duration of even the longest study
abroad program (Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002).

Short-term international study experiences

24

Evaluation and dissemination
The project included two meetings with the reference group to ensure the project
progressed in a timely manner and was on the right track. In addition, rigorous peer review
was sought through the submission of two academic journal articles and an additional
article that is currently being finalised and will be submitted in May 2017. In addition, one of
the project team members presented at the 2016 ACEN conference during the initial stages
of the grant to gain valuable feedback on the direction and position of the project.
A short exit evaluation was also distributed to symposium attendees, of which 10 were
returned. Overall the feedback was very positive. When asked what they will take away
from the symposium, attendees noted, ‘Value of study tours and it is nice to know that
people are also wondering how to capture and reward intangible learning’; ‘Ideas about
assessment strategies/Authentic experiences’; ‘Some tips for tour design and assessment’;
‘Assessment ideas, contacts’; ‘Aware of the variety of study tours undertaken at different
unis’; and ‘On-tour activities to include as assessment items’.
The data acquired from this study can be used to assist in study tour planning and
development to extend opportunities for students to receive valuable and significant
learning outcomes. This information can also be used to further develop assessment
frameworks that take advantage of current pedagogical practices to mitigate common
limitations in study tours as reported by student cohorts.
Based on the project outcomes, the project team will continue to finalise the co-learning
modules into a usable rubric for broad dissemination. This will be disseminated to the
community of practice for further feedback. The eventual publication of academic research
papers for publication in esteemed international journals devoted to pedagogical research
will also contribute to the distribution and promotion of the findings and outcomes of this
project, as well as their recommendations for future action that may be adopted by national
and international teachers and researchers in this field. See Appendix C and D.
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I certify that all parts of the final report for this OLT grant provide an accurate
representation of the implementation, impact and findings of the project, and that the
report is of publishable quality.
Name: Suzi Derbyshire, Deputy Vice-Chancellor Learning & Teaching
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Appendix B: Examples of co-learning modules
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Appendix C: Published Article
Following is the abstract for the article published online in the journal of Active Learning in
Higher Education (Q1).
Cushing, Debra Flanders, Pennings, Mark, Willox, Dino, Gomez, Rafael, Dyson,
Clare, & Coombs, Courtney (2017) Measuring intangible outcomes can be problematic: The
challenge of assessing learning during international short-term study experiences. Active
Learning in Higher Education, DOI: 10.1177/1469787417732259.

Title
Measuring intangible outcomes can be problematic: The challenge of assessing learning
during international short-term study experiences
Abstract
Short-term international study experiences, or study tours, aim to increase students’ global
awareness, educate and empower them to be productive global citizens, and contribute to
their future employability. Learning outcomes from study tours often include intangible
personal characteristics or soft skills, as opposed to specific disciplinary skills and
knowledge, and yet, these are not easily identified. Using an iterative Delphi process, this
study aimed to understand the pedagogical experience of tour leaders (experts) and assist in
future development of effective assessment. Findings include four key areas of agreement
among the experts: (1) both discipline-based knowledge and the acquisition of intangible
personal characteristics are important learning outcomes and are considered to be almost
equally important, (2) assessment almost always occurs on tour, (3) formative assessment
for learning is predominantly used (rather than learning for summative assessment to test
the learning), and (4) facilitated reflection is an important way to encourage learning during
a study tour. Yet, the findings also reveal uncertainty about assessing outcomes that include
intangible personal characteristics and soft skills. The article concludes with pedagogical
implications and recommendations for future research.
Keywords
Assessment, Delphi method, employability, intangible characteristics, international learning,
learning, soft skills, study tour
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Appendix D: Submitted manuscript two
Manuscript under review with The Journal of Studies in International Education.
Title
Significant Experiences and Unexpected Learning: Understanding short-term international
study from the students’ perspective
Abstract
International short-term study experiences, often known as study tours, are a fast growing
format for outbound education and provide exciting opportunities to support immersive
learning. Yet, there is little understanding of the experiences that contribute to or detract
from the value of student learning in these contexts. This paper presents findings from a
survey of 66 students who participated in one of five short-term international study tours
offered by the Creative Industries Faculty at Queensland University of Technology in 2015.
Using an online post-tour questionnaire, the collected data provided insights into three
topics, including the most significant, least liked, and unexpected outcomes of international
outbound educational experiences from the students’ perspectives. The findings revealed
that students recognized the significance of engaging with industry for learning, the
negative impacts of poor itinerary planning and travel issues, and the unexpected lessons
they learned about their discipline, industry, and themselves. These results can be used to
improve students’ learning experiences in the future design, delivery and assessment of
international short-term study tours.
Keywords
Short-term study tours; immersive learning; international study tour; student experience;
codes, categories and themes in international learning.
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Appendix E: Symposium agenda
The following agenda was for the Symposium held on 4 November 2016, titled,
Future-proofing Global Citizens.
9:00am-9:20am

Registration and Introduction

9:20am-9:30am

Acknowledgement of Country: Aunty Valda Coolwell

9:30am-9:45am

Forward Focus: Judith Smith, Associate Director, Academic, Real World Learning,
QUT

9:45am-10:30am

Keynote Presentation: Enhancing Programs to Integrate Tertiary Outbound
Mobility Experiences, Dr. Tim Hall (EPITOME) (WSU)

10:30am-11:00am

Morning Tea

11:00am-11:15am

Can we assess intangible learning? (Dr. Clare Dyson, QUT)

11:15am-11:30am

International Study Tour Audit (Dr. Mark Pennings, QUT)

11:30am-12:00pm

What academics say: Delphi Results (Dr. Deb Cushing, QUT)

12:00pm-12:30pm

Co-Learning Modules (Dr. Rafael Gomez, QUT)

12:30pm-1:15pm

Lunch

1:15pm-2:30pm

Innovative Assessment Practice Presentations



Dr Janette McWilliam (UQ) The R.D. Milns Antiquities International
Museum Internship Program and Field School



Dr Deborah Henderson (QUT) and Dr Donna Tangen (QUT) Before, during
and after: structuring reflection to realize student learning outcomes in a
short-term mobility program



Leonie Matthews (UQ) Learning From Penang



Baden U'Ren (BOND) Authentic Assessment of Learning Outcomes Whilst
on Study Tour



Dr Vinesh Chandra (QUT) Problem-solving, experiential learning, and
assessment: Evidence from short-term mobility programs conducted in
developing countries

2:30pm-2:45pm

Afternoon Tea

2:45pm-4:00pm

Round Table Discussions (Dr. Annabelle Willox, UQ)

4:00pm-4:30pm

Summary Presentations

4:30pm-4:45pm

What next?
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