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Enhancing Teaching and Internationalization of Curricula 
in Agricultural Education through the use of RLOs: Faculty Perceptions and Best Practices

Introduction/Need for Research

Educators across the field of agricultural education continue to strive to improve the educational experience through methods such as students’ oral verbalization (Pate & Miller, 2011), inquiry-based instruction (Thoron, Myers, & Abrams, 2011), experiential learning (Wulff-Risner & Stewart, 1997), and more recently through the use of reusable learning objects.  A reusable learning object (RLO) is something that many researchers agree is a learning object that can come in all shapes and forms (Downes, 2001; Farha, 2009; Muzio, Heins, & Mundell, 2002; Polsani, 2003).  RLOs are “generally understood to be digital and multimedia-based, which can be reused and – in some cases – combined with other learning objects to form larger pieces of instruction” (Farha, 2009, p.  2).  The possible benefits of using RLOs in the classroom are diverse and could have far-reaching impacts for faculty. Usage can decrease time costs for faculty, as they have the ability to create lessons from units of already-developed material rather than assemble a lesson from scratch (Downes, 2001).  Using RLOs, especially within the context of online learning, helps students learn in a “spiraling, progressive manner” (p.  315), which is a mode of learning that comes naturally to the brain and promotes deep learning (Hamid, 2002).  Professional development has been named as an “important component” to encourage correct usage of the technology by faculty (Farha, 2009, p. 17). 

The incorporation of RLO development in conjunction with an international experience allowed the researchers to investigate faculty perceptions of RLOs and the development process both before and after their engagement in the process.  The purpose of this poster is to visually depict faculty perceptions about RLOs and identify best practices for development.

Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework for this study was based upon Kolb’s theory of experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) and, as an extension of Kolb’s model, the addition of preflection (Jones & Bjelland, 2004).  Kolb outlined four stages of learning: abstract conceptualization, active experimentation, concrete experience, and reflective observation.  As individuals are guided through each of these stages, an awareness and understanding of the topic at hand is gained.  Jones and Bjelland (2004) introduced the idea of preflection.  Preflection is a means by which participants are made aware of the expectations of the experience to be had.  This activity promotes participants’ learning during the first three stages of Kolb’s theory of experiential learning model and, in turn, promotes a higher level of information processing during the reflection observation stage.
Methodology

Participants were chosen based on their participation in the [Country] Faculty Abroad Experience.  A semi-structured interview model was used to conduct this study (Merriam, 2009).  An interview protocol that contained open-ended questions was developed to guide the researchers in the preflection and reflection interview process.  Two researchers were present at each interview session and each took field notes.  A debriefing session was held after each interview to compare notes and combine them into one set of working data.  To ensure confidentiality, participants were coded as R2- R9.  The data was analyzed using the constant comparative method as described by Glaser and Strauss (1967).  Emergent themes were categorized and reported.
Findings
Preflection

Faculty participants articulated in the preflection interview that a RLO is a self-contained teaching tool that contains learning objectives, media/photographs, and an assessment tool.  This is not surprising given that project planners had informed participants of RLO components prior to their international experience.  Participants also indicated that RLOs were easily transferable and usable by interested parties.  Although only one of the faculty members had created RLOs in the past, the other seven faculty members indicated that they had created what they felt to be similar learning objects for their classes (e.g., case studies, annotated presentations, etc.).  Participants indicated that the RLO creation process would be most challenged by lack of time to work on the materials and the lack of a set template (R2, R3, R4, R5, R7) and also indicated that the work may be made “more efficient” (R9) by collaborating with another faculty member through teamwork (R8).  When asked about the potential impact of the RLOs on their curricula, faculty agreed that RLOs would not only extend the students’ understanding of the content, but would also provide the students with a broader perspective of the content (R2-R9).  Participants reported that RLOs would allow students to see an international setting and possibly correct their misconceptions of different cultures.
Reflection
In analyzing the reflection interview data, the experience affected the faculty’s understanding of the RLO creation process.  The faculty spoke about the responsibility and challenge to RLO creators to provide ample and vivid context for both the teachers and students that may review the content (R3, R6, R8).  In addition to providing acceptable context, challenges also included issues related to time and layout and expanded to include filtering through and gaining access to all of the media that was collected, and writing the script for the narration.  Contrary to the faculty’s initial preflection to collaborate, not one RLO was created as a team effort.  Impact on the faculty’s curricula was greatly expanded as a result of the experience.  Faculty indicated that the RLOs would be welcomed by the students as a new teaching method and that the RLOs would be much easier to present because they were a genuine experience.  Respondent R8 indicated that RLOs are a new teaching method that could be incorporated into a teaching methods curriculum.  Respondents also reported hope that the RLOs would increase the students’ awareness of opportunities abroad (R2, R4, R6, R7, R9).
Conclusions

Respondents reported positive perceptions of RLOs both prior and after their engagement in the development process.  However, it can be concluded that engagement in the RLO development process caused faculty to be more individual in their approach rather than working as teams.  Comments related to RLO use and applications during reflection leads one to conclude that engagement in the process increased participants’ understanding and desire to use RLOs. 
Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession

Reusable learning objects offer tremendous potential in regard to extending the reach of faculty to serve students in an efficient manner.  However, it is recognized that challenges exist in regard to development and delivery.  RLOs must be developed in a way that provides value to both instructors and ultimately to the students.  The findings from this study revealed that faculty gained a stronger understanding of RLOs and their value through engagement in the process.
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