count Hispanics® degree of acculturation, and cultural fac-
tors such as feelings of guilt about leaving the family.

Providing intensive educational experiences which take
into account Hispanics’ experienced-based, intensified,
negative agriculture impressions should help open Hispanic
students’ eyes to the new opportunities to be found in to-
day’s agriculture. More faculty role models can be powerful
motivators and could make Hispanic students feel like they
fit in at the college of agriculture.

High school agriculture programs should examine their
curriculums and FFA activities looking for innovative ways
to attract and retain more Hispanic students. An agricultural
career module, at-school ‘‘home’’ projects, and new con-
tests such as sales, computers and agriscience are among the
possibilities. Hispanics should be well- represented on vo-
cational advisory committees. Here, they can help design
relevant courses and activities and once again, serve as role
models to Hispanic youth. Agriculture teachers and coun-
selors should work together so that agriculture courses can
fit into college preparatory tracks. In joining with four year
institutions and community colleges, they can provide this
growing, important sector of the population with enhanced
educational and career opportunities through college agri-
culture programs.
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Developing Oral
Communication
Skills in Animal
Science Classes

Steven A. Zinn, Cameron Faustman,
and John W. Riesen

To enhance the development of oral communication skills in
undergraduates at the University of Connecticut, five
courses within the Animal Science Department require oral
presentations of each student enrolled in these classes.
Since three of these courses are required for a degree in
Animal Science, a de facto requirement for oral communi-
cation has been established within the major. By including
requirements for oral presentations in five different
courses, the utilization of class contact hours for these pres-
entations in no one class is burdensome.

Introduction

A primary objective of undergraduate educators should
be to produce graduates with communication skills suffi-
cient for success in the workplace. Surveys of employers in
agribusiness, (for example see Harris, 1989) and presenta-
tions by leaders in agriculture and personnel officers all
reiterate that students must develop good communication
skills to improve their chances for employment and success.
Similarly, these skills are important criteria for success in
postgraduate education, whether in professional or graduate
programs. The need for improvement of communication
skills in general, and more specifically writing skills in
undergraduate education, has received substantial attention
(Katz, 1982; Smit, 1991). In partial recognition of this fact,
the University of Connecticut has made a major commit-
ment to develop the writing skills of undergraduates. In
1988, the University of Connecticut established General
Education Requirements (GER) for all students regardless
of major. A portion of the GER requires that students enroll
in a minimum number of courses which emphasize skills in
writing. Any course may carry a writing or ““W'’ skill code
designation as long as it follows the guidelines established
by the University Senate and receives approval from that
same body. For example, two courses which are taught in
the department of Animal Science carry a ‘W’ skill code
(e.g., Animal Food Products, and Dairy Herd Manage-
ment). The writing assignment may be supplementary to
course material, or be integrated within the subject matter,
As a minimum, a “W’’ course must require 15 typed,
double-spaced pages, which are evaluated on several occa-
sions often in the form of successive drafts. This has proven
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to be an effective means for teaching students how to im-
prove their writing; too often students write a single draft of
a paper and do not receive a graded copy until semester’s
end when final course grades have already been deter-
mined. An important requirement of the skill code concept
is that students who fail to complete the written work satis-
factorily receive a failing grade for the entire course. Ani-
mal Science majors are required to enroll in two ‘W’
courses plus two English courses in order to graduate, Thus,
an extensive effort has been made at the University of Con-
necticut to improve the writing skills of its students,

The establishment of the GER and the added emphasis
on writing skills has had a positive impact on undergraduate
curriculum at the University of Connecticut. It is equally as
important for undergraduates in agriculture to develop oral
communication skills (Harris, 1989). However, there is not
a parallel requirement for development of oral communica-
tion skills as there is for writing for undergraduate students
at the University of Connecticut. A course in public speak-
ing is offered, but is not required for graduation by any
major within the University and fewer Animal Science
majors enroll in this course.

Communication Skills Needed

Traditionally in Animal Science, presentation of oral
reasons in animal/carcass evaluation courses and judging
teams has been the major opportunity for students to gain
experience in oral communication (Eversole, 1990). How-
ever, these courses are often not required and as the number
of non-traditional and pre- professional animal science
majors have increased, the number of students utilizing this
opportunity has decreased. Thus, few of our undergraduate
majors are provided a means to enhance their oral commu-
nication skills. This is undoubtedly not an oversight or a
statement of the relative importance between writing and
speaking skills, but is likely a result of the amount of class
time required for student presentations. Adding the writing
designation to a course within animal science requires mul-
tiple assignments and multiple steps of evaluation and criti-
cism; adding this component to a class does not require
utilization of a large number of contact hours. Thus, only
limited class time is utilized to improve the writing skills of
students. In contrast, even a single, short oral presentation
by each student can utilize a large number of contact hours,
let alone if multiple opportunities within each class were
offered. For example, a 10 minute presentation by each stu-
dent in a class with 25 students requires a minimum of five
50 minute class periods or two laboratory periods. How-
ever, the utilization of class time does not preclude the
importance of offering students opportunities to improve
their speaking skills. Therefore, to begin to develop oral
communication skills in undergraduates that major in Ani-
mal Science, five courses now require at least one oral pres-
entation by each student in the class.

Five Courses Tackle Communication

The five courses, nutrition (Animal Science 216), repro-
duction (Animal Science 219), growth (Animal Science

NACTA Journal -- December 1993

222), animal food products processing (Animal Science
241), and senior seminar (Animal Science 295) have three
different instructors and cover a wide range of topics. Three
of these five courses (Animal Science 217, Animal Science
219 and Animal Science 295) are part of the core curricu-
Ium required to obtain a B.S. in Animal Science at the Uni-
versity of Connecticut. The remaining two courses are elec-
tives within the department that fulfill specific graduation
requirements, Therefore, an undergraduate student cannot
graduate with a degree in Animal Science without making
at least three oral presentations and a majority of students
would have at least four different opportunities to make
presentations. As important, each student will have three or
four opportunities to be evaluated and to improve their oral
communication skills during their undergraduate career. By
including requirements for oral presentations in five differ-
ent courses, the utilization of class contact hours for oral
presentations is not burdensome in any one class.

Courses, Requirements, Criteria

The inclusion of oral presentations in these five courses
was not a departmental curriculum guideline, but the inde-
pendent decision of the authors that teach these courses.
Because several of these courses are required, the decision
of these faculty to include oral presentations in their classes
has created a de facto requirement for public speaking
within the Animal Science major. However, as the titles of
these courses indicate, the overall objectives of each course
are very different and because the five courses are taught by
three different instructors, the relative weight to final grades
given to the oral presentation varies. More importantly, the
basis of the assignment as well as the criteria for presenta-
tion varies with each instructor and with each course. In-
deed, this may be the one drawback to this approach to give
students experience in oral communications. That is, with
different instructors and different criteria for evaluation in
each course, there is the potential to confuse students as to
effective methods for oral presentations. Given the vari-
ation of assignments across these courses, a brief descrip-
tion of the material, the assignment and the method of
evaluation for each of the courses follows.

Animal Science 216 “Principles of Nutrition and
Feeding of Animals”’

Nutrition is taken primarily by sophomores and juniors.
It is a required course for Animal Science majors. Each
student must give a 10 to 12 minute oral presentation to the
rest of their laboratory section. The assignment is discussed
on the first day of class and presentations are made during
the laboratory period in the last two weeks of the semester.
Students are encouraged to use the library early in the se-
mester and to choose a topic. Frequently during lecture, or
in answer to questions, potential talk topics are discussed.
Students must submit a talk title midway through the semes-
ter and these are reviewed for appropriateness and duplica-
tion. When students in the same laboratory section submit
similar titles, they are called together and either agree to
take complementary aspects of the topic, or change topics.
The pressure of presenting to ones’ peers, and natural desire
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to do well is adequate motivation, and no further emphasis
is placed on speaking technique. In fact, students are as-
sured that their grade (8 to 10% of the final grade) will be
based on their talk content and the way they handle ques-
tions. Students are graded by a panel of the graduate assis-
tants and the instructor. Each determines a grade independ-
ently and then after deliberation a final grade for the presen-
tation is established.

Animal Science 219 ‘“‘Reproductive Physiology*’

Reproductive physiology is an upper division course that
is required for Animal Science majors. Before topics are
submitted, one laboratory period is devoted to a tour of the
University library facilities including discussion of the vari-
ous indexes covering reproductive physiology. CD-ROM
database searching is also discussed including search strate-
gies both for topic ideas and for researching a topic once
chosen. The instructor is available to discuss topics with
any students. The most common suggestion is to make the
topic more specific. Use of topics with current scientific
research is encouraged, although topics such as Reproduc-
tion in the Monotreme, and Leptospirosis and Reproduction
are allowed. Topics are due six weeks before the presenta-
tion and talks are given during laboratory sessions in the last
two weeks of the term. In some years the laboratory sessions
have been divided with concurrent sessions. This makes a
more informal setting and puts the students more at ease.
Talks are grouped to appeal to student with similar interests.
Thus, one session may have talks on a given species
(horses), or on practical reproductive issues, while another
may include talks on endocrinology and physiology. A pro-
gram is handed out and students not presenting are encour-
aged, but not required, to attend that session, Students are
not quizzed directly on the material covered in talks, instead
they are given an additional one half of a letter grade credit
for auending the week they are not presenting a paper. For
example, a student that receives a B for their presentation,
would receive a B+ if they were present the week they did
not give their talk. Given the added incentive, students
rarely miss attending the additional session. The talk re-
quirement has been part of this course for many years. In
general, students do not like the prospect of giving a talk to
their class. However, once the presentation is made and a
positive situation established in which peers ask questions
out of genuine interest in the material, many students re-
ported it as a worthwhile, positive experience including
some alumni that graduated many years ago and still view
the experience of giving their Repro Talk as beneficial in
their college career,

Animal Science 222 *‘Growth Physiology and Metabo-
lism*’

Growth Physiology is a 3-credit upper division course
that fulfills an elective requirement for Animal Science
majors. The course focuses on development and metabo-
lism of muscle, adipose and bone and the role of the endo-
crine system, nutrition and genetics on these processes.
Each student is required to write a 7 to 10 page paper that
focuses on an aspect of growth physiology. Following the
return of the paper, each student is required to make a 10

16

minute oral presentation on their paper topic. These presen-
tations are scheduled during the last two discussion periods
(4 hours) of the semester. The presentation accounts for
10% of the final grade. To help ensure greater quality in the
presentations plus an attentive audience, 15 to 20 percent of
the final exam is comprised of questions from these presen-
tations. In addition, to increase the number of questions for
the speakers, 20% of their final grade is based on audience
participation in the discussion section. Evaluation of the
talks is made by the instructor with input from a teaching
assistant. Students are given the option of making an ap-
pointment with the instructor to discuss the quality of their
talks and potential alternatives to improve their presenta-
tions. The quality of these talks has been excellent and ac-
cording to student evaluations of the course, the entire exer-
cise is a positive portion of the course.

Animal Science 241 ‘Animal Food Products Process-
ing”

Animal Food Products Processing is an upper division
course which emphasizes concepts in the development and
analysis of animal-based food products. A major portion of
this laboratory course is devoted to student group projects.
These projects have generally been geared towards ‘new’
product development in which students manufacture and
analyze (subjectively and objectively) various nutritional
and quality attributes of their product. At the end of the
course, a written summary of the project is submitted. In
addition, each student group is required to present their re-
sults orally to the rest of the class. The oral presentations
last approximately 30 minutes and provide excellent oppor-
tunities for class interaction, Typically there are three to
four groups per class and one laboratory period is set aside
for the presentations. The public speaking forum has al-
lowed students to thoroughly communicate the difficulties
which they encountered in their projects, and has also pro-
vided a means by which students suggest improvements
and/or projects for future classes. Questions from class-
mates challenge the various presenters to think on their feet.
To date, the structure of the oral presentation has been in-
formal with each group deciding the extent of participation
by its various members. In some cases, a single group
member has made the entire presentation, while other
groups have opied to have all members present some aspect
of the project summary. The latter format is preferred so
that all students gain some public speaking exposure. At
present, evaluation is made by the instructor only.

Animal Science 295 ‘‘Senior Seminar”’

Senior Seminar is a one credit, upper division course.
Successful completion of this course is required to obtain a
B.S. in Animal Science. One of the primary objectives of
this course is to give students an opportunity to make oral
presentations in front of a group of peers. The assignment
requires each student to present a 10 minute speech on a
topic of interest to them in the field of Animal Science. The
instructor makes the final decision on suitability of an indi-
vidual topic, but talks have ranged from establishing a small
animal grooming clinic to the pharmacodynamics of spe-
cific drug therapies in cattle. Presentations account for 40%
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of the final grade. Ten criteria are utilized to evaluate an
individual’s presentation, including, knowledge of subject,
summary, visual aids, increasing level of interest in topic
and ability to answer questions. Each student is given the
list of criteria well in advance of their presentation, so that
they may begin to prepare their talk with the criteria in
mind. In addition to the instructor, one-third of the students
critique each speech. At the subsequent class period, the
student is given a written critique from the instructor plus a
summary of the peer evaluations. Methods to improve the
talk and presentation style are offered in a constructive
manner. For a more in-depth critique, students are encour-
aged to meet with the instructor.

Although class time utilized for the oral presentations in
these classes is significant, there is a substantial perceived
benefit for the students and time allotied in the laboratory/
discussion periods of these classes. The different methods
employed in these courses to give students experience in
oral communication skills is by no means exhaustive of the
many approaches instructors may take. However, student
feedback on course evaluations on the approaches we have
used has been very positive and we will continue to utilize
the oral presentations as part of the requirements in these
five courses.

Summary and Conclusion

To compete successfully in the job market and (or) in
professional and graduate programs, development of good
communication skills, both written and oral, are important
to undergraduates, The University of Connecticut has made
a major commitment to improving the writing skills of its
undergraduates. However, there are no university-based
requirements for oral communication. To address the need
for undergraduates to develop communication skills, five
courses in Animal Science require oral presentations., A
student cannot graduate with a degree in Animal Science
without making at least three oral presentations and a ma-
jority of students would have at least four different opportu-
nities for exposure to public speaking. Thus, inclusion of
the oral presentation in these courses has created an addi-
tional graduation requirement to develop oral communica-
tion skills for all Animal Science undergraduates. This has
been successfully accomplished without adding a formal
speech course to curriculum requirements, By spreading
this de facto requirement for oral presentations across a
number of courses, the utilization of class time in any one
class is reduced.
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