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Revisiting Rogers’ Theory for Understanding the Diffusion of Innovations: Students’ Voices on Using Case Method to Critically Examine the Model and Their Learning Experiences 

Introduction/need for research
If the anticipated outcome of education, as defined most broadly, is change in human behavior supportive of or complementary to establishing, maintaining, or advancing the well-being of a society – any society – then understanding how planned or intended change occurs (or does not) holds importance for all educators. Some tradition exists in agricultural and extension education (AEE) to teach aspects of change theory emphasizing diffusion and adoption of innovations and innovative practices. To that end, an informal questionnaire to the subscribers of the AAAE’s LISTSERV, although not conclusive, indicated that efforts were being made to teach change theory in AEE courses at some institutions. Everett Rogers’ (2003) text, Diffusion of Innovations, was cited as an essential reference by all of the responders (9 of 9). Such a course is taught for graduate credit by one of the researchers. That course relies heavily on Rogers’ (2003) posits about the adoption of innovations, human behavior, technology, and society. Reference to his work as a conceptual and/or theoretical basis also appears in AEE’s published scholarship, e.g., the Journal of Agricultural Education and the Journal of Extension. In the preface to the bibliography of his last edition, Rogers (2003) stated “approximately 5,200+ diffusion publications [were] currently available” (p. 477); he also maintained that “Nine Major Diffusion Research Traditions” (p. 44) existed. Traditions such as rural sociology, education, and communication are likely to resonate with many who practice AEE.        

Rogers (2003), however, should not be viewed as “myopic” or “conceited” regarding his model. To wit he posited, “when a scientist follows a theoretical paradigm, a set of intellectual blinders prevents him or her from seeing certain aspects of reality . . . . [and] every field of science, has blind spots [or ‘trained incapacity’]. They necessarily accompany a dominant paradigm” (Rogers, 2003, p. 106). To his credit, Rogers (2003) devoted a chapter of his book to critiquing the theory: “Contributions and Criticisms of Diffusion Research” (pp. 102 – 135); the criticisms included pro-innovation bias, individual-blame bias, recall problem, and issue of equality. His admonition could be extended to teachers of change theory who rely extensively on the model. This need motivated an action research study on students’ learning experiences in the course “Methods of Technological Change” taught during a summer term of 2012 at [* University]. 

Conceptual framework
“John Elliott defined action research as ‘the study of a social situation with a view to improving 
the quality of action within it’” (as cited in McKernan, 1991, p. 312). The context or it for such inquiry could be a course and analysis of students’ learning experiences therein with the intent of improving the course. Further, McKeachie (2002) indicated the case method, as a teaching approach, was a “problem-based method” that “contextualized learning, as contrasted with learning disassociated from meaningful contexts” (p. 198). The course relied on cases presented by Rogers (2003), instructor-provided cases intended to expand students’ understanding of the model, and required students to synthesize diffusion literature by developing two “interpretive case study papers” (Author, 2012, pp. 2-3). Students were expected to demonstrate an understanding of the model “with special attention paid to relevant contributions and criticisms” (Author, 2012, p. 3).  

Methodology
The researchers were interested in students’ views on the contemporary relevance of Rogers’ model (e.g., in understanding the adoption of social media and other emerging tools of social networking). Further, students’ views on the usefulness of the case method (McKeachie, 2002) for learning and critiquing Rogers’ model were sought as well as other opinions they held on ways to improve the course. To achieve this, a focus group interview, which included the course’s seven students, was conducted as part of the course evaluation. Focus groups are important when “consumer feedback about services and programs is desired” (Patton, 2002, p. 388). Typically, they are conducted “at the end of a program” (p. 388) to determine participants’ perceptions of the program or intervention. Students’ evaluations, as per [* University’s] procedure and instrument for all courses, provided a measure of triangulation (Creswell, 2008), as did a review of the course’s syllabus.   

Results/findings
Students were asked a series of questions pertaining to the use of cases. They expressed a number of highlights of the course and suggestions for improving it. Students agreed that the cases helped them engage in the course material on a more personal level. In particular, students expressed that the cases brought about “an emotional connection to the material” that they would not have obtained otherwise. Their most frequent emotion was discouragement, however, “especially on something [an idea] that should have been adopted but wasn’t.” One student highlighted a case dealing with people in South America who did not know the importance of boiling their water, which led to the spread of germs that resulted in numerous illnesses and deaths. The student stated the case “put it in perspective that people need education.” Students especially liked the way that the cases helped them learn the course content. As said one student, “[t]hey [cases] told a story, which is powerful.” Another added, “[t]hey [cases] helped communicate issues clearly and effectively.” Another student stated, “they [cases] served as mini history lessons,” and allow people to learn from the mistakes of others. A different student added, “[t]hey [cases] have real applicability in other parts of the world.”

Per suggestions, students pointed to the need to update some of the cases to more current times and issues. A student said that, “although the global perspective is important, my interest is here in [State].” As such, cases are needed that resonate with students’ interests and needs. Another student agreed by stating, “I don’t feel as though I have as many tools to apply the content domestically.” Another student added, “[c]hange [per Rogers’ cases] was applied to developing countries where change is very basic. How does change occur here where things are much more advanced?” The students’ summated, evaluation ratings overall were M = 3.86 (SD = .38) for the instructor, and M = 3.71 (SD = .49) for the course. (Scale: Very low = 0.00 to Very high = 4.00.)   

Conclusions
Using cases appeared to be an effective method for teaching Rogers’ theory. One student summarized emphatically, “[cases] served as a great exercise in critical thinking. This is what grad school is all about!” The focus group findings supported McKeachie’s (2002) positions on the value of “contextualized learning” and that presenting a problem through a case can stimulate deep meaningfulness on the part of the learner. On the other hand, although the students interviewed appreciated the relevance of Rogers’ theory in a developing world context, they clamored for more examples of domestic or developed world cases of diffusion and its challenges. The students’ relatively high quantitative ratings of the course were in concert with much of what they voiced.     

Implications/recommendations/impact on profession 
Boyer (1990), in his critique of the academy, stated that “[p]edagogical procedures must be carefully planned, continuously examined, and relate directly to the subject taught” (pp. 23 - 24). This study examined students’ views on their learning experiences in a graduate course based largely on Rogers’ model (2003) for diffusing innovations. The findings supported using the case method for teaching Rogers’ theory. Therefore, it is recommended that other instructors use or continue their use of cases when teaching diffusion theory. But they should consider the contemporariness of the cases and include cases standing to resonate transparently with the socio-cultural spectrum of the students.       
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