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Blogging through Uganda: A Way for Undergraduate Agricultural Students to Reflect on a Learning Experience in International Agricultural Development

Introduction & need for innovation
Russell and Vallade (2010) concluded that universities were challenged in their efforts to effectively quantify the “results” or academic outcomes associated with students’ international learning experiences. They proposed the use of “qualitative measures through reflective journalliing to demonstrate change” (Russell & Vallade, 2010, p. 109). In the Internet era, journaling purposively, as a way to reflect on and interpret the meaning of an individual’s experiences as well as sharing his or her interpretations with others, may include the act of writing a weblog or blogging. Hernandez (as cited in West, Wright, Gabbitas, & Graham, 2006) described blogging or weblogs as 
a website where people post thoughts and information about news or topics of interest. They were designed to provide a simple way for individuals to post ideas to the Internet, providing the opportunity and function for others to read and post comments . . . . (p. 54)
Agricultural communications and education faculty at [* University] delivered the project “Food Security Fellows, Improving Food Security by Catalyzing Communication Networks between Key Stakeholders: Linking Media, Policies, and Communities in Kenya and Uganda” during 2011 and 2012. It was funded by the U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs. As an exchange, it supported the travel of faculty members of [* University] and other food security experts to Africa for fact-finding and the follow-up of African participants (i.e., project-related assessment) who had traveled to the United States for professional development on food security. Sub-Saharan Africa is home to 239 million hungry people (World Hunger Education Service, 2012). “Sub-Saharan Africa . . . is the only region of the world where hunger is increasing” (Sanchez, Swaminathan, Dobie, & Yuksel, 2005 p. 1), including in the nations of Uganda and Kenya. 

How the innovative program works(ed)
During March-April of 2012, the project supported the travel of three [* University] undergraduates – two agricultural communications (AGCM) students and one pre-service, agricultural education (AGED) student – to Uganda as members of a larger team. As part of this international learning experience and as a way to promote the project team’s work, the students agreed to create individual blogs featuring their travel and to post to those blogs during the two weeks spent in Uganda.   

Results
The student bloggers reported making a total of 29 posts to their blogs; two posts by one student were made prior to the trip (i.e., “preflection”). A sampling of the bloggers’ followers’ comments and reactions to their postings follow: “I have a new found respect for the continent of Africa.”
What a blessing you have to go see the world. I can only imagine the sights and sounds of 
Uganda that you must be experiencing! Thanks [to] you for posting on your blog daily. It helps me feel like I am there.
“Great experience. This was one of the most character building experiences I can imagine. Every American youth should participate in such an experience.” 
[Name] . . . you made me cry! I knew you would see a side of the world that many of us, here in the U.S., only hear about. Think! You are bringing the realities of the world to many of us who are living vicariously through your adventure. Be strong! Know that you can make a difference in this world through your good works. I'm very proud of you.

You have started a life changing mission and your purpose is much greater than agriculture. 
Thank you for reminding me of how hard this world is for so many. A ‘hard’ that I have 
never had to experience in comparison to these precious little children.

One student’s reflection on his travel to Uganda and the role blogging played (and plays) as he continues to make meaning of his experiences in Uganda follows:    
. . . . Thanks to the blog, I was able to connect with those who were not there. In terms of reflection, being able to go back at [sic] look at my blog posts week[s] and even months following the trip has allowed me to think back and remember every detail of the trip. The words on the page tell my personal story and the pictures bring back the memories and help me visualize each day on the ground . . . . Thanks to the blogging experience, my thoughts in Uganda are forever captured and can be further processed, analyzed, and shared. 

Another student blogger opined this sentiment: Blogging was an incredible way to voice my opinion . . . . It gave me a forum to have others across [State], the US and the world (I had some readers in the Netherlands) experience Uganda like they were there with me.

And a third student said this: 
. . . my 20 year old mind could not fully grasp everything happening around me. Blogging each night gave me some much needed quiet time to review, reflect and appreciate the amazing day I had just experienced. I felt a closer connection to my family and friends through my blog posts . . . . Reading my blogs, you can literally follow my individual and emotional growth over two short weeks. Looking back on my trip, blogging was an essential element to my personal understanding and incredible experience during my time in Uganda.

Conclusions/Implications
The students used blogging to share their international experiences with others who may have been interested in Uganda and what the bloggers experienced but were not participants on the trip. As for undergraduates in U.S. colleges of agriculture (CoA), Bunch, Lamm, Israel, and Edwards (in press) concluded students “were not very engaged in IEs [international experiences].”  Their findings agreed with a report from the Institute of International Education in 2010, “that agricultural student participation in study abroad opportunities was declining,” and asserted it “is important for agricultural educators to encourage and facilitate students in making decisions to gain IEs that stand to increase their employability.” Students’ participation in the IE described supported Bunch et al. (in press) recommendation. Moreover, by these students sharing their experiences through blogging, making presentations to peers, as well as interacting with fellow students informally, some vicarious learning occurred as well as the stimulation of interest in other students regarding IEs.         
 
Recommendations for future practice
Faculty planning IEs, including travel, are urged to consider using student blogging as a form of reflective journaling and a way of assessing their students’ learning (Russell & Vallade, 2010). Murphrey, Rutherford, Doerfert, Edgar, and Edgar (2012), however, cautioned that agricultural students may be more accepting of some technologies for learning than others, and a technology’s potential for adding value must be made clear. Therefore, faculty should also consider that point.    

Cost/Resources
Travel cost was ~$4200 per person, excluding in-country transport or fees to national parks. Travel expenses were incurred by the project for two students and partially for another, as the students were participants in the project’s citizens’ exchange and had special knowledge of agriculture and food production as well as AGCM and AGED in the United States. Four [* University] faculty members also participated in this part of the project; their time was considered work-related.   
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