Research Poster




Perceived Research Self-Efficacy of Graduate Students Enrolled in an Introductory Research Methods Course 




Summer F. Odom
2116 Mail Stop
Texas A&M University
College Station, TX  77843-2116
979.862.7650
summerodom@tamu.edu



Sidney Hammond
2116 TAMU
Texas A&M University
College Station, TX  77843-2116
Sidney.hammond@agnet.tamu.edu



Robert Strong
2116 Mail Stop
Texas A&M University
College Station, TX  77843-2116
979.845.1139
r-strong@tamu.edu












Perceived Research Self-Efficacy of Graduate Students Enrolled in an Introductory Research Methods Course 

Introduction
This study addresses priority 4 of the National Research Agenda for the American Association for Agricultural Education (2011-2015) which is meaningful engaged learning (Doerfert, 2011). Researchers need to examine the role of motivation, self-regulation, metacognition, and/or reflection in developing meaningful, engaged learning experiences across all agricultural education contexts (Doerfert, 2011).  To create meaningful engaged learning environments, agricultural educators should assess the needs of their learners to identify how best to develop their capabilities. One aspect of learner’s needs is their self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).

A learning outcome of most graduate programs is the ability to evaluate, consume, and conduct research.  Research is a differentiating component of undergraduate and graduate degree programs.  Experience in conducting research is a vital aspect for the development of research self-efficacy among students, particularly engaging in research activities early on into their studies (Love, Bahner, Jones, & Nillson, 2007).  Examining the level of self-efficacy in learners enrolled in graduate agricultural education programs is important for faculty who teach research courses to determine factors which may impede students’ involvement in research. Research self-efficacy beliefs have been identified as a consistent predictor of research productivity in graduate students (Hollingsworth & Fassinger, 2002; Kahn, 2001; Kahn & Scott, 1997; Phillips & Russell, 1994).  Self-efficacy has been investigated in the field of agricultural education in regard to secondary agricultural education teachers and undergraduate students (Johnson & Wardlow, 2010; Roberts & Dyer, 2005; Knobloch, 2006; Wolf, Foster, & Birkenholz, 2010), but not specifically on graduate students’ and their research self-efficacy.
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Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study is the self-efficacy theory. Self-efficacy theory refers to individuals’ beliefs in their capabilities to organize and carry out courses of action required to produce specified attainments (Bandura, 1991). Research self-efficacy specifically refers to beliefs about one’s ability to carry out and complete tasks associated with research (Bishop & Bieschke, 1998). Bandura’s self-efficacy theory suggests that individuals possess self-beliefs that enable them to exercise a measure of control over their thoughts, feelings, and actions. Self-efficacy is derived from four main sources: mastery experiences, physiological and emotional arousal, vicarious experiences, and social persuasion. A strong sense of self-efficacy in one’s self is most affected by early mastery experiences (Bandura, 1997). 
 
Methodology
The population for this study was graduate students enrolled in an introductory research course at [university] in the [department].  There were a total of 41 students enrolled in the course, which was delivered both face-to-face and online.  The number of students who responded to the survey was 35 (n = 35).  Data was collected using an online questionnaire to measure research self-efficacy. The Research Self-Efficacy Scale (RSES; Greeley et al., 1989; Bieschke, Bishop, & Garcia, 1996) was designed to measure self-efficacy beliefs regarding one’s ability to successfully perform research –related behaviors.  The RSES contains 53 items which culminate into four factors: early tasks, conceptualization, implementation, and presenting the results.  Students were asked to score each item on a 100-point scale ranging from 0 (no confidence) to 100 (complete confidence) in their ability to perform that behavior. The RSES has been suggested as a measure for attempting to predict an individual’s involvement in research as a professional.  
Results
Of the students who completed the RSES (n = 35), 26 were female, eight were male, and one did not indicate.  Fourteen respondents were taking the course online and 20 were completing the course face-to face. Twenty-four students were completing a master’s degree, 10 were completing a doctoral degree, and one did not indicate their level.  In regard to number of years in graduate program, 26 students were in their first year, four students were in their second year, five students had been in a graduate program for three years or more.  Sixteen students had not completed any type of research project, eight students had completed one research project, and 10 students had completed two or more research projects. Ten students had participated in research as an undergraduate and five students had completed a thesis or individual research project.  

The RSES measured four constructs of research self-efficacy.  The lowest mean of the four constructs was implementation (M = 69.57, SD = 17.64).  Presenting results had a slightly higher construct mean (M = 70.92, SD = 16.82).  The conceptualization construct mean was ranked third (M = 71.50, SD = 14.59) and the highest mean was for early tasks (M = 75.97, SD = 13.64).    

Conclusions
Implementation includes behavioral tasks needed to complete a research project. Using the computer, training assistants, obtaining human subject approval and collecting data are examples of these behavioral tasks (Bieschke et al., 1996).   A strong sense of self-efficacy is impacted by early mastery experiences (Bandura, 1997) and early research engagement is vital to development of research self-efficacy in graduate students (Love et al., 2007).  Only 10 students had participated in research as an undergraduate and 5 students had completed a thesis or individual research project.  This may have contributed to students’ lower self-efficacy for implementing research.  

Early tasks represent one's attempts to brainstorm and determine a research idea, as well as think about the relevant ethical principles of a research idea (Bieschke et al., 1996). Because students are enrolled in an introductory research course and twenty-six of the students were in their first year of a graduate program, it makes sense that they would have the highest self-efficacy in early tasks of conducting research.
Implications and Recommendations
Faculty should be concerned with the research self-efficacy of their graduate students because it has been identified as a consistent predictor of research productivity.  While no inferential statistics could be used in data analysis for this study, it is possible that those students who were involved in research early had higher research self-efficacy.  Future studies should involve more graduate students in the agricultural education field to determine correlations in those who had early research experiences with research self-efficacy. Other studies should also examine the effect of an introductory research course on students’ research self-efficacy. An introductory research course may also impact students’ research self-efficacy, thus leading to students’ research productivity as a graduate student.
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