Explanation of the Virtual Vacation Program

The Virtual Vacation program was designed specifically for a nine-week alternative education math program, but could easily be adapted for use in a regular high school or middle school mathematics class.  It certainly would not have to be nine weeks long, but for our school and our students, this seemed to be about right.

The issue for many alternative education students (as well as many regular ed. students) is one of math phobia.  Either they think they just can’t do it, or they just plain don’t like to do it.  In fact, most times it’s a combination of the two.

So, in an attempt to overcome this issue, I designed a course that took the focus off of the mathematics and placed it on something a little more fun and interesting – a vacation.  There is still a good deal of mathematics involved, but it’s somewhat hidden within a larger project.

The results have been good.  Most students seem to enjoy the Virtual Vacation course much more so than a traditional math course.  The best part for many of them is that they are allowed a great amount of creativity in the project.  They get to choose their own vehicle (in the past students have chosen anything from a Yugo to a limousine to a Winnebego), where they want to stay, what they want to see, etc. 

Since I offer prizes to the team that finishes the trip having spent the least amount of money, some work very hard to have the cheapest trip.  So, they really do their homework to find the vehicle with the lowest price tag and best fuel mileage. Others don’t care about the prize and try to spend as much money as they possibly can.  I allow quite a bit of lenience in this regard since they seem to have quite a bit of fun with it.

Basically, the class ran like this: It’s divided into two person teams.  Each team is taking a trip across the USA.  Since we’re located in Michigan, I have the students take a trip up through Canada and then down the East Coast.  The trip includes the trip back to Michigan as well.  Depending upon your location, another route might very well make more sense.

Each two-member team is a married couple with two children coming along for the vacation.  The children are old enough that if the couple stops for a meal, the children will actually be ordering a meal as well.

Students are given certain destination cities that they must visit along the way.  Each section of the trip includes one day of travel from one city to another and one day of seeing attractions in the new city (at least two attractions are required).  Along the way students must stop for two meals per day (breakfast and dinner).  It is assumed that they will have some sort of snack-lunch each day for which they do not have to pay or keep records.

There is a journal form on which students calculate and record information such as how many miles they have traveled and how long it has taken to arrive at their destination.  In addition, they must calculate how many gallons of gas their vehicle would use and whether or not they need to stop for gas along the way.

Because many students do not fully understand exactly how the scale of a map works, they are required to actually measure their route with a ruler and then convert that measurement to miles using the scale of their map.  If you utilize maps from a US atlas, generally, each state will have a different scale which makes multi-state sections of the trip slightly more involved when calculating distances.

Students must pay for all meals, fuel stops, attractions as well as for lodging each night.  They have a book of checks which must be filled out completely for each payment, and a checkbook ledger upon which to record everything.  When stopping for food or fuel, the students get a meal or fuel slip from me (actually, I’ve now got a small box which organizes these slips so that they simply come up and grab them as they need them).

Each slip has different prices for breakfast, dinner or fuel and a different, humorous business name and motto.  Students have a good time comparing which slips they’ve gotten and reading the business mottoes.

I generally lead the students through the first journal entry form to give them an idea of how each section of the trip should be completed.  The next section of the trip I provide directions to get to the next destination city.  After that point, the students are given only their next destination city.  They must find their own route, research which attractions they’ll see as well as find accommodations for each evening.  

Of course, part of the research is determining costs and recording the attraction and lodging information in a ledger. I have them record which attractions and accommodations they made use of as well as addresses and contact information.  I make certain that the students know that I will randomly pick one attraction and one of their accommodations and check that the places actually exist and that the students have not misrepresented the costs.  

For the most part, this makes certain that all students actually do the research and record accurate information.  This way I can be certain that I am giving the “cheapest trip” award at the end of the trip to the right team.

Once the trip is complete and all journal entry forms, ledgers, etc have been completed, the students are required to put together a final project that brings all of the information together in a nice, neat, typed format.  Pictures from all destination cities are required along with a three quarter page summary of each section of their trip.

Mathematical Concepts Utilized in the Virtual Vacation Course:

· Measurement

· Estimation

· Conversions - Fractions - Ratios

· Bookkeeping - Budgeting

· Distance = Rate x Time

Non - Mathematical Concepts Utilized in the Course:

· Communication Skills

· Research Skills (Internet and Otherwise)

· Word Processing and Related Skills

· Spreadsheet Manipulation
Michael Kaufman copyrights the entire contents of this Virtual Vacation course as of 1999.  Any unauthorized sale of this product is prohibited.  One purchased copy of the Virtual Vacation course may be copied and distributed to teachers within the same school district free of charge.  However, the course may not be offered to teachers of other school districts, whether for free or for a fee, without the express approval of Michael Kaufman.

