Innovative Poster
Providing Experiential Learning Opportunities in Campaigns Courses
Introduction / Need for the Innovation or Idea
	The conception of experiential learning is an established approach in the tradition of adult education (Miettinen, 2000).  The history of experiential learning dates back to the 4th century B.C. when Aristotle stated “…using the language of knowledge is no proof that they possess it” (Mattey, 2005, n.p.).  The same theory holds true today as employers have begun to place more interest in experience over grade point averages in perspective employees.  In a study by Robinson, Garton, and Vaughn (2007), eight employability skill constructs were deemed to possess a high need for curriculum enhancement.  These included: problem-solving and analytic, decision making, organization and time management, risk taking, listening, creativity, innovation and change, lifelong learning, and motivation (Robinson, Garton, and Vaughn, 2007). 
	Upon graduation, students enter into a competitive job market.  With the rate of employment low, students desire skills that will increase marketability when applying for a job.  By placing an emphasis on experiential learning in campaigns courses, students gain the experience necessary to better prepare them for lifelong careers after graduating with postsecondary degrees.  According to Andreasen (2004), certain key elements hold true for all experientially based capstone courses, which are indicated in the Model for the Integration of Experiential Learning into Capstone Courses (MIELCC). These elements include: (1) Team Work, (2) Problem Solving, (3) Decision Making, (4) Critical Thinking, and (5) Communication.
	The objective of capstone courses, like communication campaigns, is to provide students with real-life experiences, intrapersonal and communication skills, enhancement of student confidence, and improve university relationships with industries (Dutson, Magleby, Sorensen, & Todd, 1997).  In today’s job market there is a need for professors to provide experiential learning opportunities to give students an edge when applying for competitive employment positions after graduation.

How it Works / Methodology / Steps
	Undergraduate and graduate students enrolled in the fall 2012 Communications Campaigns in Agriculture course at the University of [State] participated in experiential learning experiences coordinated and guided by the instructor.  This course is a capstone course required of all agricultural communications majors prior to graduation.  Throughout the  semester-long course, students communicated with clients via email correspondence, scheduled meetings, and in-person client meetings.  While building a relationship with his/her client, students planned and implemented branding, marketing, and public relations strategies focused on a specific product or service.  The student groups consisted of four to five undergraduate members with one graduate student who took the lead and acted as the line of communication between the client and student group.  These student groups formed mini-agencies and were responsible for developing objectives, strategies, and tactics related to components of the Integrated Communications Model (Andreasen, 2004).  Students demonstrated critical and creative thinking to create a communications campaign portfolio based on those objectives, strategies, and tactics.  These portfolios included: (1) group call (update) reports, (2) situation analysis with SWOT, (3) research report, (4) a three tiered budget with cover memo, (4) objectives, strategies, and tactics report, (5) timeline and implementation plan, (6) evaluation plan, and a (7) integrated marketing communications (IMC) toolbox that included eight creative pieces designed for each campaign.
 	During the first two weeks of the course student groups explored the meaning of true social marketing as well as became familiar with themselves as a group.  The first of many client meetings also took place during this time.  The groups communicated with their client to familiarize themselves with the goal of the campaign.  For the remainder of the semester, the groups worked closely with their clients to create an effective communications campaign that could be implemented by the company.

Results to Date / Implications
	While the campaign course proved to be a challenge for most students, those enrolled in previous semesters of the  course expressed that he/she is thankful for the experience.  Many students noted that although the course was one of the most difficult courses he or she had taken at the University, they were thankful for the hands-on skills gained from the experience.  Participants felt that although he or she had been introduced to communication skills in previous courses, it was only through the experiential learning opportunities offered in the campaigns course that they were faced with real-world situations and conflicts.  Use of experiential learning opportunities in other agricultural communications related course could further assist students in better understanding personal strengths or weaknesses, improving upon teamwork skills, strengthening creativity and problem solving, and managing time. 

Future Plans / Advice to Others
	Because experiential learning opportunities continue to attract the attention of current and potential students of the University of [Sate], the agricultural communications program plans to continue expanding hands-on learning experiences to existing courses and increase internship and job opportunities for students.  Additional research should be conducted in order to measure student skill improvement as well as the number of students currently employed.  It is also recommended that instructors follow-up with alumni to document skills gained from the University that graduates continue to use today.  By researching relevant skill sets, instructors can continue to adapt curriculum to the ever-changing field. 
	Since students will not forever be creating in a vacuum, it is important for to gain real-world experience before entering into the workforce.  We advise agricultural communications instructors to  integrate experiential learning opportunities within campaign curriculum as well as other communication-based courses.  Even though instructors should present real-world, hands-on experiences, it is recommended that instructors should serve as a safety net.  Instructors should be copied on all email correspondence with clients and work closely with graduate student leaders to guide learning and offer recommendations.  Finally, students should be assigned call reports throughout the course in order for instructors to remain updated on student progress and concerns.  By maintaining a close relationship with the students, instructors can tailor the course to best meet the needs of the students.

Costs / Resources Needed
	Resources needed to carry out the campaigns course is dependent upon creative and presentation pieces.  Computers, video cameras, and cameras are essential to the course.  It is recommended that programs such as the Adobe Creative Suite, Camtasia, and Microsoft Office be installed for editing and creating materials.  If funding for these programs is unavailable, freeware such as GIMP, Prezi, OpenOffice, and MonoDevelop is recommended as an alternative.  Finally, in order to carry out experiential learning opportunities, instructors will also need to take the time to build relationships and gain reliable contacts for students to work with throughout the campaigns course.
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