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Introduction
Today, agricultural education provides training for all students, including those who will not be involved with farming or entering the agricultural industry (Talbert, Vaughn, & Croom, 2005).  Furthermore, agriculture continues to diversify and change, aiming to meet the needs of producer and commodity groups.  This change and diversification has brought about the need to more effectively communicate and promote agriculture to an audience often uninformed about agriculture and its practices.  “As agricultural education enters the twenty first century, it [education and agriculture] must change with emerging trends in society and the agricultural industry” (Talbert et al., 2005, p. 61).
Although secondary educators recognize the importance and need to educate students about agriculture, technologies, and promotion of agriculture while improving English and writing skills, these educators usually do not have the time and/or skills to create programs focused on agricultural communications (Calico, Edgar, Edgar, Jernigan, & Northfell, 2013).  This is a concern, especially in light of the fact that the average American consumer is more than three generations removed from the family farm (Arkansas Farm Bureau, n.d.), and enhancing agricultural literacy has been an increasing need as stated in priority area one of the National Research Agenda  (Doerfert, 2011).  In [State], there is a need for secondary school curriculum in agricultural communications (ACOM), which would improve student knowledge and skills in written and oral communications, literacy, and electronic technologies.

Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study was based on constructivism, experiential approaches to teaching and learning, and authentic learning standards.  Learning is an active process where the learner uses sensory input to construct meaning with the content based on previous experiences (Hein, 1991; Mazurkewicz et al., 2012; Newcomb, McCracken, Warmbrod, & Whittington, 2004).  Kolb (1984) proposed a theory of experiential learning that involved four principal stages: concrete experiences (CE), reflective observation (RO), abstract conceptualization (AC), and active experimentation (AE).  According to Knobloch (2003), agricultural teachers should model their instruction after experiential learning aligned with authentic learning standards to create a complete psychological structure for learning.  The five standards that collectively create authentic learning include: (1) higher-order thinking, (2) depth of knowledge, (3) connection to the world beyond the classroom, (4) substantive conversation, and (5) social support for students’ achievement (Newmann & Wehlage, 1993).  The ACOM curriculum created for this study combines all three learning elements to create a learning experience that not only opens doors to college and career opportunities but also prepares the student to be successful in both ventures. 

Methodology
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to assess the effectiveness of ACOM curriculum in secondary agricultural education programs through module specific pre- and post-test student knowledge assessments and teacher’s perceptions of the curriculum through reflective journals.  The population of this study consisted of students from six high school agriculture classes in [State], during the spring 2013 semester (N = 297).  Each of the four curriculum modules (Careers, Writing, Design, and Multimedia) was piloted individually by one of four high school agriculture programs.  Additionally, the curriculum was taught in its entirety at two high school agriculture programs.  Of those two schools, one completed the careers and writing modules and the other returned only the reflective journal.  The alpha coefficients for the individual pre-test assessments ranged from .15 to .37.  (Note: low alpha coefficients on the pre-test assessments reflected a reliance on guessing by the students.)  The alpha coefficients for the post-tests increased to range from .45 to .67.  Nunnally (1967) stated that a modest reliability of .60 or .50 is sufficient during early stages of research.  Data were analyzed using descriptive (means and standard deviations) statistics.  

Results and Findings
Students who participated in Careers module (n = 130) scores significantly increased between pre-test and post-test (M = 16.2%, SD = 0.8%).  The Writing module participants’ (n = 131) scores on the pre-test significantly increased on their post-test assessment (M = 25.1%, SD = 5.1%).  Overall the Design module participants (n = 20) scores on the pre-test significantly increased on their post-test assessment (M = 35.7%, SD = 13.0%).  Finally, the Multimedia participants (n = 16) scores on the pre-test significantly increased on their post-test assessment (M = 31.3%, SD = 1.7%).
Seven emergent themes were common between all six teachers as captured in their reflective journals.  Lack of time, limited technology, valuable curriculum content and support materials were all common themes.  Teachers also commented that the students enjoyed the projects and activities the most.  Additionally, participating teachers identified revisions to the instructional PowerPoint’s and stated the need for inservice training.  

Conclusions, Discussion, and Recommendations
Participating in the ACOM curriculum modules resulted in the gain of ACOM knowledge and skills.  This can be attributed to the presentation of the lessons through experiential learning and authentic instruction methods, as recommended by Knobloch (2003), Newmann and Wehlage (1993), and Kolb (1984).  Before continuing research regarding this study, researchers should revise the pre- and post-test assessments to eliminate weak questions in an effort to increase reliabilities.  The pre- and post- tests should be administered before and after each unit opposed to each content module reducing knowledge lost due to maturation.  Furthermore, teachers should be advised to review unit concepts before and after each learning opportunity to reinforce the material taught during each unit. 
When reviewing the participating teachers’ journals it is evident the curriculum may have been too detailed and covered too much content.  The curriculum should be revised to include only overarching ACOM technology and skill development to spark student interest in pursuing similar opportunities after high school.  Participating teachers in this study were willing to teach the ACOM curriculum but expressed the need for training in the content areas and technology utilized in the ACOM curriculum. This was supported by Calico et al. (2013) research that found secondary teachers were interested in learning new skills related to ACOM.  Teacher inservice training should be scheduled to introduce teachers to necessary ACOM curriculum, software, and equipment, in addition to increasing their confidence in teaching the content.  Furthermore, researchers’ should investigate the acceptance of technologies by educators in the [State] to further impact the professional development of teachers.  Also, secondary ACOM curriculum should be shared with other states interested in adding this curriculum into high schools.
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