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Students’ Perceptions of Their Learning after Completing an International Dimension Course: A Phenomenology Study

Introduction/Need for Research
The course International Programs in Agricultural Education and Extension (AGED 4713) at [University] aspires to assist students in improving their international awareness and global competence while informing them on aspects of the agriculture sector worldwide. Students’ course experiences stress agriculture- and food security-related issues, problems, challenges and opportunities, especially in regard to developing countries and their various cultural dynamics (Course Syllabus, Fall 2012). The course underwent significant revision in 2011 and continues to be updated. Per that, students’ evaluations of the course and its instructors have been high, albeit using a rather simplistic, university-mandated assessment rubric. The researchers, however, sought to gain a richer and fuller “picture” of the course’s impact, as perceived by students who completed the course and had had some time to reflect on its impact.

Conceptual Framework
Knight and Wit (1995) indicated that internationalization of education is a must, as the advancement of knowledge and understanding is a global enterprise that has no borders. Huebner (1994) indicated that international education is one of the most important competencies companies consider for international assignment. Therefore, universities are giving more importance and priority to integrating an international dimension into their teaching/learning, research, and service mandates (Knight & Wit, 1995). The World Declaration of Higher Education for the Twenty-First Century (United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization, 1998) stated: 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Diversifying higher education models and recruitment methods and criteria is essential both to meet increasing international demand and to provide access to various delivery modes and to extend access to an ever-wider public, in a lifelong perspective, based on flexible entry and exit points to and from the system of higher education. (Article 8)

Purpose & Objectives
The purpose of this study was to describe students’ perceptions of what they learned after experiencing an international dimension course. Two specific objectives guided the research: (a) describe students’ perceptions on changes in their personal thoughts and attitudes about the world; (b) explore students’ perceptions on how international dimensions courses could impact their future involvement in the U.S. and in global agriculture sectors.

Methodology
Transcendental phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994) was used because the researchers were most interested in describing the experiences of participants in an effort to understand the essence of the shared phenomenon. All students enrolled in the course during the Fall semester of 2012 were asked to participate in the study. Five students consented to participate in 30-minute long, semi-structured interviews. Qualitative inquiry procedures were followed and data were analyzed using qualitative analysis software, ATLAS.ti, to conduct line-by-line coding and memoing (Creswell, 2007). During researcher negotiations, codes were organized into “clusters of meaning” (Creswell, 2007, p. 61) leading to the development of five central themes. The final report was constructed using the central themes to present the data collected. All recruitment, research procedures, data analysis, and reporting was conducted according to IRB approved protocol and procedures of [University].

Results/Findings
The researchers report course experiences of the study’s participants, as they described their views of the international dimension course and related interpretations. The participants consisted primarily of Caucasian students from rural backgrounds who were majoring in agricultural education, communications, leadership, and animal science. Five central themes emerged when analyzing the data.

Theme 1: Cultural Competence 
The students defined cultural competence as understanding and acceptance of others. The class had changed their attitudes towards other cultures and opened their minds to be more culturally competent. 

Theme 2: Need to Understand Global Issues
The findings implied that participants learned about international agricultural issues and their impacts on the United States.

Theme 3: Interconnectedness/Bridging cultures 
All participants amplified the fact that people are different but shared similar cultural traditions, customs, and practices. 

Theme 4: Curriculum Improvement
The participants made some suggestions regarding improvement for the course curriculum, i.e., in addition to reading books and lectures, a participant suggested more participative activities with international students on campus. 

Theme 5: Future Plans
Participants expressed their willingness to undertake international activities and learning foreign languages in the future after this course. 

Conclusions/Recommendations 
The 21st century advancements being made in science and technology related to agriculture demands more competent agriculturists with a broad knowledge of international agriculture and global challenges. Agricultural issues, e.g., food security, commodities trade, plant diseases, climate change, to name a few, require international solutions. The importance of international dimension courses must not be overlooked (Yemini, 2012). The emerging central themes of this study revealed the necessity to prepare students in colleges of agriculture for international careers. When students are culturally competent and globally aware they will be more competitive and ready to take international positions. Moreover, knowing students’ perceptions on their international dimension course experiences should inform curriculum improvement for this course and may have value for instructors who are teaching similar courses. Finally, the researchers recommend conducting a comparative study with other international dimension courses offered in the college. 
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