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Abstract

Research shows that students in colleges of agricul-
ture lack knowledge in global agricultural policies, prac-
tices, products, peoples and culture. Yet, as future agri-
culturists, students need to learn how global issues may
impact their lives, the stability of our nation and have
economic impact world-wide. To address this issue,
an undergraduate course focused on world hunger and
developing nations was revised to reflect current global
agricultural issues as defined by both international agri-
culture professionals and the students, themselves. In
order to provide the best alternative to an experience
abroad, experiential learning methods were incorporated
into the course. Students responded positively to the
course activities but were less enthusiastic about reflec-
tion practices. Overall, students believed they improved
their global competence from experiences in the course.

Introduction

For the past two generations North American media
sources have provided ample information and images
about world events and conflicts. The advent of the
Internet has served to increase the speed at which we
receive news from across the planet, giving us access
to text and images of people around the world and
exhibiting the current reality that we live in a globally
interconnected society in which people and ideas from
the world are connected via digital text and images
(Friedman, 2005). As educators, it is important that we
have an awareness of these events and understand how
they impact our lives and the lives of our students. To
do this it is beneficial to understand different cultures

in other parts of the world and to respect these cultures.
As we move forward in the 21st century, agriculturists,
businesses organizations will continue to be impacted
by international events, making the world seem smaller
than it is in reality (Cushner, 1990).

Global impact is especially evident in agriculture
where understanding agriculture and international issues
is increasingly important for students throughout the
world because international markets and trade of agri-
cultural products play an important role to agricultural
producers in the U. S. (Watts, 1998; Drabenstott, 1985).
Therefore, having “a better understanding of interna-
tional agricultural policies, products, people and cul-
tures may help students be better prepared to enter their
careers with a global perspective” (Wingenbach et al.,
2003. p. 34). Researchers have stated that students should
have a strong familiarity with international trends, espe-
cially as they apply to agriculture and to “be aware of
global issues and challenges” (Lukefahr, 1999, p. 3106),
yet past studies have shown that students in U. S. uni-
versities show minimal understanding of people and cul-
tures outside of the United States (Page and Williams,
2001). Despite student beliefs that it is important to have
a background in and an understanding of, international
issues and other cultures so they may be successful in
their careers (Page and Williams, 2001), research indi-
cated undergraduates are less than knowledgeable about
international agricultural issues, policies and cultures
(Moore et al., 1996; Wingenbach et al., 2003). To help
achieve an acceptable knowledge of international issues
and how they affect future agriculturalists, “future cur-
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riculum internationalizing thrusts should give greater
attention to world agriculture and related issues” (Moore
et al., 1996, p. 22).

In 2002, the American Council on Education issued
a challenge nationwide to develop global competence
in the workforce and citizenry of the United States.
This challenge has resulted in movements at universi-
ties across the United States increasing requirements
and opportunities for students to gain knowledge about
international issues. Colleges of agriculture within land-
grant universities have been encouraged to incorporate
an international dimension into undergraduate programs
(Moore et al., 1996) and college of agriculture admin-
istrators have shown strong support for internationaliz-
ing curricula (Forsberg et al., 2003). Wingenbach et al.
(2003) supported internationalizing curricula in general
by stating “...formal education can be used in limited
ways to increase students’ international knowledge by
making stronger connections with ‘real world’ events
and classroom discussions of international agricultural
issues” (p. 33) thereby teaching students how global
events impact agricultural practices in other parts of the
world.

According to Lukefahr (1999), the results of
an international agriculture course should include a
broadening of student attitudes towards international
issues. Specifically, students should gain a ‘“higher
level of sensitivity to cultural or social values, general
roles, basic human rights, biodiversity, environmental
conservation,” and “livestock production systems”
(p. 3108). Putting this recommendation into practice,
Oklahoma State University has made a commitment
to incorporating an international dimension into the
curriculum of all undergraduate students by requiring
that all students enroll in a course which includes an
international dimension (Oklahoma State University,
n.d.). Courses with international dimensions typically
fit into one of two groups: 1) Study abroad courses in
which the student travels outside of the United States
or 2) on-campus courses that have a primary focus
on international perspectives as they relate to specific
subject matter.

The Constructivist Theory asserts that learning
is the development of knowledge through experience
(Fosnot, 1996). According to the Cone of Experience,
(Dale, 1946, Figure 1) direct, purposeful experiences are
the teaching methods which provide the most concrete
experiences for student learning, followed by contrived
experiences and dramatized experiences. Action focused
methods offer students opportunities to take action within
subject matter which can, in turn, promote retention and
application of concepts taught through the experience
(Kendrick, 1996).
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Study abroad experiences would be categorized as
direct, purposeful experiences for increasing knowledge
of global issues. While cultural immersion is the most
desirable way for students to gain international experience
and universities have worked to make international
experience programs more available and affordable for
students, out-of-country experiences are still not always
feasible. In these instances, students look to on-campus
courses to provide the information and experiences they
need.

In order to successfully foster knowledge of and true
appreciation for, international issues in instances where
cultural immersion in not an option, contrived and
dramatized experiences would provide the encounters
most like an actual international exposure (Dale, 1946.)
To achieve the goal of providing on-campus courses
suitable for developing global competence, curriculum
change is necessary to incorporate true experiential
learning opportunities. Experiential learning combines
the experience, perception, cognition and behavior
(Kolb, 1984) and while experiential learning theories
have changed over time the general major pieces have
remained the same (Roberts, 2007). A model commonly
used in education today is amodified Kolb model adopted
by 4-H (4-H, 2009, p. 8). The experiential learning
model, displayed in Figure 2, requires participants to do,
reflect and apply, by taking them through five different
stages. In order to develop suitable learning activities to
substitute for the real experience of cultural immersion,
proper time and attention must be dedicated to each of
the five stages: do, share, process, generalize and apply
(4-H, 2009). Using the experiential learning model,
along with the suggestions for experiences closest to
the direct experience of international travel, it could be
possible to develop student global competence through
an on-campus course.

The purpose of this study was to determine how
to best provide a suitable on-campus alternative to
agricultural study-abroad experiences. The specific
objectives were to:

1. Determine necessary components of a general
international agriculture course

2. Implement experiential learning activities into
coursework

3. Solicit student feedback on individual course
components

Methods

To accomplish the study objectives, naturalistic
inquiry qualitative methods, as identified by Lincoln
and Guba (1985) were employed. Naturalistic inquiry
involves three phases; 1) orientation and overview, 2)
focused exploration and 3) confirmation and closure.
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Figure 1. Dale’s Cone of Experience (Dale, 1969, p. 107)
Edgar Dale’s classification of audio-visual teaching methods
starting with concrete methods on the bottom
and moving toward more abstract methods.
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Figure 2. The Experiential Learning Model from
4-H Essential Elements p. 8. The experiential learning model
indicates the steps that must occur for learners to retain concepts
taught through experience and apply it to future situations.
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Each phase coincides with an objective of this study
for the overall accomplishment of the development of
an international agriculture course designed to improve
global competence in undergraduate students.

To address the first objective, a document analysis
was conducted with current literature, course materials
and cross-curricular syllabi to detect curriculum
deficiencies and determine what research existed to
guide the necessary revisions. In addition, student
input was garnered through the use of the buzz sessions
technique (Newcomb et al., 1993; Brahm and Kleiner,
1996). Qualitative methodology was implemented by
using the constant comparative technique (Lincoln and
Guba, 1985) to evaluate data found in the literature as
well as student data from the buzz sessions. Objective
two was achieved through incorporation of experiential
learning activities into the course, including case studies,
simulations and current events research followed by
reflection activities, to guide students through the
experiential learning model repeatedly throughout the
semester.

Finally, to accomplish the third objective, students
were surveyed at the end of the course to determine
their perceptions of the success and importance of
course activities. Data were tabulated to determine
frequency of student responses regarding specific course
components. In addition, student feedback from formal

course evaluations and unsolicited student comments
were also recorded.

The first objective of this study involved a thorough
document analysis. Current course syllabi from
university courses claiming an international component
were included along with course descriptions,
objectives and syllabi from international agriculture
courses at other universities and previous research
on incorporation of international agriculture into
education offerings. Extensive lists of course objectives
and potential topics were developed from all source
materials. Once developed, the lists were condensed to
eliminate redundancy. The lists were further reduced by
eliminating those objectives and topics covered in and
better suited to, other courses offered at the university;
the intent being to provide an introduction to international
agriculture that could encourage more in-depth future
study by interested students.

With initial course objectives developed through
document support, the next step was to implement the
first experiential learning activity of the course. During
the initial class meeting the problem solving method
of instruction was employed through the introduction
of buzz sessions (Newcomb et al., 1993; Brahm and
Kleiner, 1996). Successful implementation of the
problem solving method must start with 1) accounting
for student wants, needs, interests and aspiration, 2)
determination of students’ prior knowledge and 3)
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developing relevance of the problem to students’ lives
(Newcomb et al., 1993). To accomplish this, students
were divided into small groups where they elected a
recorder and took 10 minutes to discuss the question of
what knowledge is needed to be considered well versed
in international agriculture. Students compiled lists of
topics that met their wants, needs and interests, as well
as built upon their prior knowledge. At the end of the
group discussion time, the class as a whole discussed
the groups’ findings and developed a comprehensive list
of topics necessary for true knowledge of international
agriculture.

The results of the buzz sessions were analyzed
using the constant comparative technique and compared
with the topics and objectives listed developed from the
literature (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Student interest
overlapped with literature recommendations for most
topics with the addition of agricultural education
systems. The list resulting from the combination of ideas
was finalized into the following course objectives:

e Explain the importance of agriculture throughout
history

e Explain the roles of institutions, foundations
and agencies serving agriculture and agricultural
research in developing countries

e Identify the characteristics, issues and problems
concerning agriculture programs in developing
countries

e Analyze and compare selected farm types, sizes
and production practices in other nations

e Explain selected aspects of international trade and
its impact on American agriculture and the U.S.
economy

e Describe the impact of culture in agricultural
development

e Describe the U.S. agricultural education system
and its impact in international development
through agricultural research and Extension

The rest of the semester-long course was dedicated to
the selected objectives. Activities were planned to allow
students to interact with the topics in ways that followed
the experiential learning model. Several teaching
methods were employed including inquiry learning,
guest speakers, case studies, current events research and
interactive simulations. For each class event, students
were required to “Do” the activity prior to class in the
case of reading case studies, researching current events
and completing simulations or during the first class of
the week in the event of guest speakers. The remaining
weekly class meetings were then dedicated to the
“Reflect” stage of experiential learning. Both group and
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personal reflection are important activities and necessary
for true internalization of new knowledge. Students
participated in large and small group discussions,
journaled and wrote reflection papers regarding topics
covered. Guided reflection questions required students
to address the impact of each topic on their own life
and/or future. While the “Apply” step was experienced
throughout the semester as the course topics build on
each other, the grand “Apply” activity occurred with
the development, completion and presentation of a final
group project revolving around a specific agricultural
issue presently occurring in a country of the students’
choice.

End of course feedback was solicited from student
participants about the course components. Students indi-
cated their thoughts on whether components; 1) should
continue to be a part of the course, 2) should be discon-
tinued, or 3) new components should be implemented.
Frequencies were tabulated for each component men-
tioned in student responses (Table 1).

Results and Discussion

Findings of this study indicate that when developing
an introductory international agriculture course, current
student opinions about topics that will meet their wants,
needs and interests closely mirror what past literature
claims are necessary topics for developing global com-

Table 1 Frequencies of Student Statements about Class Activities

Frequency of student statements*
Statement Continue  Discontinue  Implement
Guest speakers 17 6
Final group project 17 2
Reflection papers 4 9
Homework that prepares
students for exams
More teaching (i.e. lectures) 3
from the instructor
Study guides 6
In-class group activities 5

11

“Because questions were open-ended, student answers varied for each ques-
tion and not all students responded to all questions, therefore the frequency
sums for each statement will be different.

petence in undergraduate students (Bruening and Shao,
1995). Students’ interests tended to reflect their partic-
ular college majors. Students interested in careers in
Extension wanted to learn about similar programs in
other countries. Students majoring in agricultural edu-
cation desired to learn about education systems abroad.
Effort was made to accommodate the specific interests
of the students in the overall objectives of the course.
During the experiences of the course, students
responded positively to the activities associated with
the “Do” portion of experiential learning. The “Reflect”
portion received mixed reactions. Students enjoyed
group reflection activities, but were critical about
the individual reflections involving journaling and
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completing reflection papers. The final “Apply” activity
was well received and students’ perceptions of their own
global competence indicated growth over the course of
the semester.

Summary

As the need for global competence continues
to increase, it is important to offer college students
opportunities to develop their knowledge and
understanding of global issues. As many of the issues
of developing nations involve agriculture, colleges of
agriculture should capitalize on the opportunity to draw
in students from other disciplines for unique and quality
experiences. Classes should be continually updated to
reflect current events in agriculture world-wide and
instructors should incorporate experiential learning
activities in each class meeting.

Student feedback indicates that activities which
fit in the more concrete sections of The Cone of
Experience (Dale, 1969) and represent the “Do” portion
of the Experiential Learning Model, are popular. While
this course incorporated several “Do” activities that
students completed on their own, students indicated they
would like to experience activities as part of a group.
Cooperative learning activities have proven increase
student achievement which could lead to improved
global competence (Slavin, 1991). In future semesters,
cooperative learning activities should be incorporated as
part of the experience portion of the course. Examples
might include a whole-class service learning project or
a simulated developing-country visit experience such
as is offered by a visit to Heifer International’s Global
Village.

Experiential learning encompasses a variety of
teaching methods. Future research should focus on
determining which teaching methods result in the greatest
increase in student knowledge of global agriculture. In
addition, incorporation of the global competence aptitude
assessment (Hunter, 2004; Hunter et al., 2012) would
provide a more accurate measure of student growth
over the course of the semester rather than student
perceptions. It is recommended that students participate
in the assessment prior to and at the end of the course to
gauge change in their global competence.

Developinganinternational awareness in our students
is important to their success in the global marketplace
and as global citizens. By introducing students to
international concepts and creating experiences that
expand their thinking, we help to prepare students for
successful careers in an ever-changing world.
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