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Students’ Perceptions of Agriscience when Taught Through Inquiry-based Instruction

Introduction/need for research
Students’ motivation to achieve in science is directly related to their attitudes toward science (Sandoval & Harven, 2011). Attitudes toward science are developed over time, from an accumulation of science classroom experiences, and can be influenced by actions of the teacher, the instructional approach, and the manner in which activities are conducted (Wee, Fast, Shepardson, Harbor, & Boone, 2004). If students do not have a favorable attitude toward science, they may not be motivated to learn science. Thus, it is important to utilize instructional techniques that will help students learn, and be motivated to learn science. 

Inquiry-based instruction (IBI) aids students to gain a deeper conceptual understanding and develop scientific reasoning skills (Sandoval & Harven, 2011). Students’ develop these skills by making observations, posing questions, utilizing existing knowledge and analyzing data in order to draw conclusions (NRC, 1996). Past research regarding IBI has shown that IBI improves students’ attitudes and perceptions toward science learning experiences (Wee et al., 2004). Studies indicated that students’ who have participated in inquiry instruction appreciate the ability to understand data in order to draw conclusions and support their ideas (Sandoval & Harven, 2011). Although there is sufficient research concerning students’ perceptions of inquiry in the science classroom, there is little research concerning students’ perceptions of IBI in agriculture. 
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework used to guide this research is rooted in the constructivist theory which consists of two basic ideas. First, constructivist theory suggests that the learner must construct knowledge (Bringuier, 1980). Secondly, the teacher cannot supply the knowledge for the learner, but rather the teacher provides the context in which students will learn (Bringuier, 1980). This is applied through the use of inquiry instruction in which the teacher provides the context of the investigation, where students are encouraged to gather data and utilize existing knowledge to draw conclusions.  
Methodology
This study used a descriptive survey research design that contained twenty-one questions based on a summated rating scale (strongly disagree, disagree, uncertain, agree, strongly agree). The instrument used in this study was a researcher-developed instrument that was examined for face validity by a panel of experts at [university] .  The instrument was deemed appropriate. Internal consistency was established through a pilot-test and reported a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.83. 

The population for this study consisted of students from seven National Agriscience Teacher Ambassador Academy (NATAA) participants (N=170). Students were taught IBI through a 12 week study, at the end of the instructional period the survey instrument was administered. 
Results/findings
A majority (71.8%) of the students agreed or strongly agreed that “agriscience is useful for solving everyday problems”. Furthermore, (88.2%) agreed or strongly agreed that “agriculture is of great importance to a country’s development”. Nearly two-thirds (60%) disagreed or strongly disagreed that “you can get along perfectly well in everyday life without agriculture”. Nearly two-thirds (60.2%) of the students indicated they “would like to have a career in agriculture” and over half (51.9%) noted that most people should study some agriculture (Table1). 

A majority (52.3%) of the students reported they would like to take more courses that used IBI, and nearly half (44.2%) of the respondents noted they preferred learning through IBI over other instructional methods.  

Table 1
Students’ Attitudes about Agriscience (N = 170) 
	Statement
	SD 
%
	D
%
	U
%
	A
%
	SA
%

	Agriscience is useful for solving everyday problems.
	8.2
	11.8
	8.2
	51.8
	20

	I preferred learning through inquiry over other ways I have been taught in the past.
	
8.2
	
15.9
	
31.7
	
32.4
	
11.8

	I would like to take more courses that use inquiry-based instruction
	
15.9
	
15.9
	
15.9
	
44.1
	
8.2

	Agriscience is my favorite class.
	8.2
	0
	24.1
	47.7
	20

	Learning through inquiry was confusing.
	15.9
	35.9
	20
	28.2
	0

	When I think of agriculture, I don’t think of science.
	15.9
	35.9
	0
	40
	8.2

	I enjoy working in groups.
	8.2
	3.6
	0
	48.2
	40

	I like using the computer to complete assignments.
	0
	11.8
	8.2
	32.3
	47.7

	You can get along perfectly well in everyday life without agriculture.
	
24.1
	
25.9
	
20
	
20
	
0

	 I feel at ease in the Agriscience classroom.
	0
	20
	8.2
	35.9
	35.9

	When I hear the word agriculture, I have a feeling of dislike.
	52.4
	23.5
	8.2
	11.8
	4.1

	I would like to have a career in agriculture.
	8.2
	15.8
	05.8
	40
	20.2

	Most people should study some agriculture.
	8.2
	24.1
	15.8
	47.7
	4.2

	I like learning new things.
	3.5
	8.2
	8.2
	40.1
	40

	You won’t be popular is you like agriculture.
	72.4
	8.2
	7.6
	11.8
	0

	I enjoy doing lab activities in class.
	8.2
	11.8
	0
	40
	40

	I enjoy talk to other people about agriculture.
	2.4
	8.2
	17
	40
	32.4

	Working in groups helps me learn more.
	2.4
	8.2
	17
	32.4
	40

	I have a real desire to learn agriculture.
	8.2
	8.2
	7.7
	35.9
	40

	There is no science taught in my agriculture class.
	71.8
	24.1
	2.4
	1.7
	0

	Agriculture is of great importance to a country’s development.
	
0
	
0
	
11.8
	
36.4
	
51.8

	Note. SD = strongly disagree, D = disagree, U = uncertain, A = agree, SA = strongly agree



Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
Students responded positively toward agriscience regarding the importance to the country, solving problems used every day, and the need for agriculture in their daily lives. Furthermore, agriscience students preferred to learn through IBI and are willing to take more classes that utilize IBI in the curriculum. Over half of the respondents that participated in this study indicated they would like a career in agriculture. Though this study is limited to describing only students of NATAA teachers, evidence supports that IBI can build students’ agriculture perceptions and the evidence could provide insight into ways IBI can address the need to develop more science-driven students into an agricultural career.
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