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A Bucketful of Learning


Need for the Innovation

The author was assigned to teach Applied Ethics:  U.S. and World Agriculture, a required course for all agricultural-related majors. The course addresses concepts outlined in Research Priority 1 of the National Research Agenda (Doerfert, 2011).  This priority focuses on research relevant to the understanding of issues in agriculture and natural resources for informed choice by public policy makers. Typically, course enrolment runs from 45-65 students per section.  Prior instruction had included mostly lecture with an occasional guest speaker or debate over an ethical issue in agriculture.  The course had been referred to by students as interesting but after completion if the prior course, few could identify or analyze an ethical issue in agriculture, much less articulate the merits or concerns regarding the issue. Therefore, new strategies were needed to foster meaningful and engaged learning for all students as addressed in Research Priority 4.

The author approached the course with the premise that all students would engage in active learning during the class.  Furthermore, the students were expected to use self-reliance and cooperative learning strategies to master course assignments and demonstrate the ability to evaluate and articulate critical and ethical issues in agriculture, food, and renewable natural resources.

How It Works

Due to the size of the class, it was necessary to randomly assign students to groups and groups to topics.  This was done after students submitted their suggestions for critical or ethical issues to discuss by responding to the professor-announced prompt on the first day of class, “What is the most critical or ethical issue facing agriculture, food, or renewable natural resources, today?”  Students were provided a small index card upon which to write their response and name and then drop in the professor’s shiny bucket.  During the second class period, these issues were briefly described by the students, categorized as critical, ethical, or both and condensed into topics relevant for a major group presentations.  Topics were assigned randomly to two pro/positive/advantages researcher-presenters numbers and two con/negative/disadvantages researcher-presenters.  Each researcher-presenter was charged with composing a position paper that supported his or her assigned position using appropriate references and citations.  Students assigned to each topic then collaborated to develop an in-class presentation from which questions would be asked from other class members and the professor. The National FFA Agricultural Issues Forum Career Development Event rules and resources were recommended as the guidelines for developing the presentation. The position papers were graded by the professor but class presentations were peer-reviewed.

In addition to the activities described above, each student picked a relevant topic (other than those chosen for group presentation) which s/he was expected to prepare a two-minute informative or persuasive speech.  The student submitted the topic and his/her name on an index card which would be placed in the bucket for random selection, impromptu, during the class period.  This was an instructional technique that prompted students to always be ready and in attendance.  If the student was absent or unprepared a severe point deduction was assigned to the grade.  The index card drawn from the bucket allowed random selection for speakers but also provided a medium for the professor to write notes, questions, and feedback to the student.

In lieu of a final exam, students were asked to compose a 2-3 page Issues in Retrospect essay that described their understanding of one or more issues as well as how the organization of the course affected their perspective on civil discourse, group assignments, peer evaluation, and impromptu speaking.

Results to Date

Methods and activities previously described have been used for two semesters.  In the beginning of the class for each of the semesters, many students complain about doing research or working in groups.  Some express dislike for public speaking, debate, or even civil discourse on anything controversial.  By the end of the course, both semesters, students were attending class promptly and attentively.  In follow-up discussions during later semesters, several students expressed a high degree of satisfaction with the course content and methods.  They were also able to articulate the positive and negative aspects of several ethical and critical issues in agriculture, food, and renewable natural resources.

Future Plans

Aspects of this course, especially the use of index cards and the bucket, have already been integrated into other courses.  The use of random assignment of students and topics for reports or presentation is now routine in most of the courses taught by the professor.	

Resources

Little investment is needed to implement these bucket strategies.  A bucket or other gallon-sized container will suffice.  Depending on class size, 400-600 index cards might be used.
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