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Globalizing the Secondary Agricultural Education Curriculum through Undergraduate Study Abroad Experiences

Introduction/Need for the Innovation

Producing food and fiber is a global industry with inputs and products being imported and exported around the world. To be successful in tomorrow’s agricultural industry, students must be prepared to work in a globalized industry (National Research Council, 2009). Students need to understand agriculture on a global scale (Ibezim & McCracken, 1994). However, research shows that high school students and college undergraduates lack knowledge in international issues, agricultural policies, people, and cultures (Wingenbach, Boyd, Lindner, Dick, Arispe, & Haba, 2003).

A common approach to help college-aged students develop a globalized perspective has been study abroad experiences. However, with only 2.5% of agriculture students engaging in a study aboard experience (Food and Agricultural Education Information System, n.d. ;Institute of International Education, n.d.), how can the impact of these experiences be expanded beyond these few students? Also, how can the impact be transferred to younger students, namely those students studying agriculture at the secondary level?

This abstract describes an innovative approach to globalize the secondary agricultural education curriculum through undergraduate study abroad experiences. It capitalizes on the experiences held by a few students and creates a mechanism to exponentially increase the impact. This approach is easily transferrable to any other preservice teacher education program across the country.

How it Works

Step 1 is to encourage preservice teachers (undergraduate and graduate) to participate in study abroad programs. Most universities offer a plethora of different programs that could meet a wide variety of individual needs. Another option would be to develop a study abroad program focused on agricultural education. Teacher-educators can provide academic advising that will show the student how such an experience can fit into a degree program. 

Step 2 is to work with the preservice teacher prior to the study abroad experience to identify specific aspects of the experience that will likely have educational significance to secondary students. It is also advisable at this time to develop some broad learning objectives for a curriculum to be developed after the experience. The teacher educator should also coach the student as to the types of information to gather (photos, video, artifacts, etc.) while on the experience. 

Step 3 is the actual study abroad experience. During this phase, the teacher educator should attempt to maintain some level of communication with the preservice teacher to provide guidance and advice. It is important to not interfere with the planned educational activities in the study abroad course. 
Step 4 occurs after the experience and involves developing a curriculum based on the experiences and things learned by the preservice teacher. The examples presented here have been for a 1-week unit of instruction that balances the agriculture and culture of the destination country. 

Step 5 is implementing the curriculum in a secondary school setting. This could be done as an independent early field experience, or as a part of the student teaching internship. As a part of this step, secondary students should be asked to provide reactions and their knowledge gains should also be assessed. This could be done as an actual research project, or just as a normal educational feedback loop. 

Step 6 is to refine the curriculum based on results of the implementation and then post the materials in a location that is widely accessible to a larger audience of agricultural education teachers.

Results to Date

To date, this methodology has been used twice. In the first example an undergraduate preservice teacher participated in a 3-week study aboard experience to Costa Rica. Following that experience she developed a curriculum that focused on sustainable agricultural practices in the tropics. She implemented the curriculum to a 9th grade introductory agriscience course with positive feedback from students and positive knowledge gains from the students as well. The second example is a graduate preservice teacher who participated in a 2 week study abroad experience to Korea in the summer of 2012. This student is currently in the development phase of her curriculum and plans to implement the curriculum during her student teaching internship in the Spring of 2013. 

Future Plans/Advice to Others

The author is currently recruiting additional preservice teachers to participate in study aboard experiences. It would be great if as many as 50% of the preservice teachers at [university] participated in a study abroad program. Additionally, the author is considering developing a study abroad experience specifically targeted at preservice teachers. In terms of advice for others, they key thing is to proactively encourage students to participate in study abroad experiences. In the experiences of the author, most preservice agricultural education teachers have not considered a study abroad experience and may not recognize the value of such an experience. 

Costs/Resources

The most significant costs deal with the actual study abroad experiences for the students. Depending on the nature of the experience and the duration, this can range from $2,000 to $10,000. The two student examples mentioned in this abstract spent approximately $2,500 in program fees plus additional spending money for the experiences. Other resources needed include the time invested in creating the curriculum and a willing teacher to allow the preservice teacher to implement the curriculum.
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