
“it’s crucial to 
draw on the 
expertise of 
faculty with 
experience 

directing 
programs 

abroad, both 
because they 

have invaluable 
experience 

to share and 
because they 

often have the 
most credibility 

in the eyes 
of their 

colleagues.”
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Preparing Faculty to teach abroad
Best Practices and Lessons Learned

as internationaLization continues to Be a GrowinG PrioritY on most 
campuses, faculty-led programs continue are trending upward: sixty-one percent of campus 
respondents to the Institute of International Education (IIE) 2011 Open Doors survey indi-
cated that they had added short-term faculty led programs to their study abroad offerings. 

“Some institutions are now including international 
activities in promotion and tenure reviews, which has 
been encouraged for years by IIE and ACE as im-
portant recognition for the extra effort involved,” says 
Robin Melavalin, director of the Center for Global 
Connections at Mount Ida College. “Faculty are 
enthusiastic about traveling with students if the pro-
gram is well-organized and there is adequate support.”

That, of course, is a big, and very important, “if.” 
And the need to adequately prepare faculty for the 
special demands of teaching and directing programs 
abroad is something that is well understood by educa-
tion abroad professionals, if not always by faculty and 
administrators.

“Faculty on campus have an army of profession-
als to support them—deans, medical, and mental 
health personnel, safety and security officers, uni-
versity counsel, residential life staff, student activities 
officers,” says James Citron, intercultural education 
specialist at Dartmouth College, who has for some 
years taught a NAFSA workshop on preparing U.S. 
faculty to direct programs abroad, along with Melava-
lin and other colleagues. “But often faculty members 
who direct a program abroad can feel ill-equipped to 
handle the variety of situations that can come up. Be-
ing an outstanding academic does not always prepare 
you to handle all the expectations students, parents, 
host country contacts, and home campus administra-
tors have of you when teaching abroad. It’s important 
for faculty to understand these expectations.”

One effective practice is to draw on the expertise of 
those who have previous experience teaching abroad. 

“I encourage returning faculty to come to orienta-
tions because I want them to serve as resources for 
the new people,” says Lisa Chieffo, associate director 

for study abroad at the University of Delaware In-
stitute for Global Studies. “The new people can ask 
me how to handle a crisis, but I’ve never done that. 
If someone’s been teaching abroad for 10 years, they 
can answer those kinds of questions better than I can.”

Chieffo regularly invites three faculty veterans 
from study abroad programs to serve on a panel, to 
talk about their experiences to other faculty, to in-
clude information likewhat to do and what not to 
do, and to give their colleagues tips. “I can give them 
information,” Chieffo says, “but I want the faculty to 
talk to each other. That’s more valuable.” 

Citron agrees. “It’s crucial to draw on the expertise 
of faculty with experience directing programs abroad, 
both because they have invaluable experience to share 
and because they often have the most credibility in the 
eyes of their colleagues,” he says “The best sessions are 
the ones that involve collegial sharing of ideas, strat-
egies, and information that new and veteran faculty 
directors alike find valuable. This is an ongoing process, 
and there are always new ideas to glean from others 
no matter how long you’ve been doing this. The best 
directors I know understand this and are always look-
ing for new ideas to incorporate into their practices.”

And it’s not “just” preparation for the logistical 
demands of study abroad, and the all-important risk 
management and emergency response procedures 
that are important. 

“Current research supports the notion that the 
most learning occurs when there’s intentional, struc-
tured facilitation of learning moments,” Citron says. 
“Students who are left alone without any intervention 
have what Milton Bennett would call an ‘American Ex-
perience in the Vicinity of Foreign Events,’ rather than 
an authentic immersion experience. There are lots of 

By Janet Hulstrand
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TIPs fOR PREPARING fACulTy
“ A holistic approach is important, one that covers everything from the initial idea 
for a program to the return to campus. This means a detailed proposal process 
reviewed by knowledgeable peers, and a reasonable development time—nine 
months, not two!”  
–Sarah Spencer, director of study abroad at the University of St. Thomas, St. Paul

“ our proposal itself is a pretty long document that walks them through a lot of 
the things they need to be thinking about. Then we have a page on our website 
where, once their proposal is approved, there are a lot of resources they can 
refer to: templates, samples of orientation presentations, etc., that they can use 
as models to create their own.”  
–Lisa Chieffo, associate director for study abroad at the University of Delaware 

“ orientation is not a one-time event: the best orientation is ongoing. 
Discussions, exercises, case studies, all are important. We have lunchtime 
sessions on topics like facilitating intercultural learning, health and safety, etc., 
and we bring in campus personnel as well as guest lecturers from the outside.” 
–Jim Citron, intercultural education specialist at Dartmouth College

“ Encourage faculty to contact the college immediately if there is a natural 
disaster or other emergency. Include money in the preapproved budget for 
Internet café costs, phone calls, etc. You may also want to have faculty use their 
personal phones if they can. They may be more likely to use them than ones 
they are unfamiliar with.”  
–Robin Melavalin, director of the Center for Global Connections at Mount Ida College
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tools for facilitating this type of learning. We 
share many of them in our workshops.” 

choosing Faculty to lead 
Programs abroad
Most institution don’t actually “recruit” 
faculty to lead study abroad programs. But 
sometimes, institutions think strategically 
about for specific needs to round out abroad 
offerings and get in touch with faculty mem-
bers who might fit. 

“While faculty definitely approach us, 
we also plant seeds, especially around cur-
ricular needs, underrepresented regions, or 
disciplines or programming appropriate to 
short-term experiences, such as our Janu-
ary term study abroad for first-year students 
only,” says Sarah Spencer, director of study 
abroad at the University of St. Thomas.

Oftentimes, faculty members will want 
to teach abroad where they have been 
themselves.

“Some faculty initiate programs inspired 
by their own travels,” Melavalin says. “They 
want students to experience the extraordi-
nary learning they have had, and they have 
the knowledge and confidence to lead a 

group of students to the destinations they’re 
familiar with.”

In some cases, third-party providers 
are used to facilitate faculty-led programs. 
“Sometimes a faculty member is contacted 
by a provider, and we follow up to see if it 
would be a good fit for our academic and 
regional priorities,” Melavalin explains. “For 
some destinations—for example, for Cuba, 
I initiate the contact with a provider who 
can facilitate the logistics, and then work 
through the departments to find a faculty 
member who is interested in developing an 
academic program.”

Faculty orientations 101
At the University of Delaware, where 60 fac-
ulty-led programs are offered each year, each 
semester the education abroad office offers 
a large-scale orientation, and all faculty who 
will be teaching abroad are asked to attend. 

“Some of the faculty who teach abroad 
every year don’t come to the large meeting, 
where we go over liability, student conduct, 
and so on,” says Chieffo. “But I keep atten-
dance and I send an e-mail to the ones who 
didn’t come, with all the attachments, so no 

one can say they didn’t get the information. 
And I have a record of that. And I always tell 
them to ask me if they have any questions.” 
In order to accommodate faculty schedules, 
the faculty orientation is offered twice each 
semester, at different times. “We also of-
fer smaller sessions focused on particular 
aspects of study abroad, managing crises, 
budgets, etc., ” Chieffo says, adding, “The 
smaller sessions give people a chance to talk 
more in-depth, and more specifically about 
their programs.” 

Many education abroad profession-
als wonder if faculty orientation for study 
abroad should be required. “This is a 
question that comes up every year at our 
workshop,” says Citron. “It’s a delicate ques-
tion, and the answer is that it depends on 
the institution, on the culture and organi-
zational structure of each campus. Some 
places require it. At other places you will 
probably win more goodwill by making it 
really attractive and interesting, and finding 
ways to motivate faculty to attend. If you’ve 
got people sitting in the room who don’t 
want to be there, that can sour the session 
for everyone else.” Il
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Melavalin agrees. “The goal is to have the workshops be so inter-
esting and informative that faculty feel like they would be missing out 
if they didn’t attend. It’s important also that they’re respected in the 
process. We don’t use the word ‘training,’ we use the word ‘preparing.’ 
I see my role as helping faculty be successful in doing something that’s 
outside of their job description, and often outside of their experience.” 

 “At schools that do require it, often it is best when it comes from 
the upper administration,” Citron adds. “It’s hard for an administrator 
who doesn’t have faculty status to require faculty to attend something 
that they don’t necessarily see a reason for. But if a dean or a provost 
or legal counsel says that in order for faculty to direct programs off-
campus, they need to attend this session, or the liability insurance 
from the institution won’t go with them, that’s a good motivator.”

James Dorsey is a professor of Japanese at Dartmouth who has 
directed summer programs abroad for some years, and who regularly 
attends Citron’s sessions. “I’ve developed greater awareness of pos-
sible legal issues: for example, what it might mean for me, and for 
the college’s liability, should I even tacitly condone an activity that 
might be dangerous,” he says. “I’ve also learned strategies for running 
more effective student orientations; how to deal with mental health 
crises when you are the first point of contact for the student; been 
reminded of the chain of command, and the resources available to 
me back on the Dartmouth campus even when I’m on the other side 
of the globe. And I’ve been introduced to books and other useful 
materials. The list of how it’s been helpful is really endless.”

if things Go Wrong—What then?
Sometimes, despite the best intentions of faculty, and the best ef-
forts of education abroad professionals to maintain quality control, 
things go wrong. What then?

Many education abroad professionals find that it is critical to 
assess the program to figure out how to prevent any mishaps and 
include that in future plans to send faculty abroad with students.

“After a program is over we write a little summary of all the 
aspects of the program: how it was organized, how many students 
went, how the budget worked out, the feedback we got,” Chieffo 
says. “We send that to the faculty person, their chairs, and their 
deans. So if somebody did a really bad job, the chair and the dean 
read about it, and then we can say, ‘Look, this was a disaster last 
time. As you’re considering faculty for future study abroad pro-
grams, you need to put some restrictions in place for this person 
if they ever want to do it again, something that will assure us they 
can do it well.’ Closing the loop is important, and following up if 
someone really drops the ball. The students’ safety or well being may 
be in jeopardy, or just their overall satisfaction with the program. If 
it’s an organizational mess, it’s not fair to them.”

The lessons learned don’t always have to be from one’s own 
campus. Melavalin suggests sharing news stories about crises that 
have occurred during study abroad programs with faculty to launch 
discussions about what to do in various situations. 

“I think it’s important to talk about how to handle a student death, 
how to handle media in a crisis, what types of messages to give stu-
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dents, and so on,” she says. “Part 
of our role is to educate both 
faculty and students so that 
they will have a healthy caution 
in their planning and in their 
everyday behaviors.” She ad-
mits that she has occasionally 
received feedback from faculty 
or students that some of what 
she says is “scary.” But, she says, 
“There’s a balance to achieve: how do we help 
students and faculty understand that they are 
entering into a risky area? It might seem to 
them that we’re being negative, but really we 
just want them to come home safely. Also, 
while we want to support faculty and protect 
students, another part of the goal in prepar-
ing them for travel is that we want faculty 
to understand their responsibility to the in-
stitution. There are so many liability issues 
involved in international travel, especially 
on a program where it’s fully organized by 
the campus; there’s no shared liability with a 
provider. We try to encourage faculty to un-

derstand that we are all supporting both the 
students and the institution.”

a Fringe Benefit:  
improved collaboration
Though it is not the main goal, one very valu-
able result of faculty attending orientations is 
that faculty and education abroad profession-
als have the chance to become more familiar 
with and more sensitive to their respective 
roles and areas of expertise, ideally leading 
to a better, more collaborative relationship. 

“I think the most helpful thing was that 
the sessions with off-campus programs peo-

ple and fellow program directors made me 
more fully aware of the complexity of how 
these programs function at a multitude of 
levels,” says Dorsey. And Chieffo says, “It’s 
important to make the work of the faculty 
easier and to think about what the value 
added of the study abroad office is, so that 
we’re not just setting up hurdles and mak-
ing their lives difficult. When they have a 
problem we help them solve the problem, 
and they know they can count on us when 
they’re abroad, not just during office hours. 
They need to know they can count on us to 
fix problems. That’s important.”  iE

JaNEt HulStraNd is a writer, editor, 
and teacher based in Silver Spring, 
Maryland. She has created and taught 
literature courses for Queens College, 
CUNY in Paris, Florence, hawaii and Cuba, 
as well as faculty training workshops 
for programs abroad. her most recent 
International Educator article was “Should 
They Go? Academic and Disciplinary 
Considerations for Education Abroad” in 
the July/August 2013 issue.
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