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A Summary of Faculty Perceptions Regarding High Impact Learning Experiences
in University Agricultural Education Departments

Introduction and Need for Research

Faculty and administrators across university agricultural education settings continuously seek new ways to enhance student learning.  High Impact Learning (HIL) experiences is a term that is being used to describe methods of learning that connect material learned in class with informal experiences through a high level of student engagement (Kuh, 1995; Kuh et al., 2008). HIL is not always understood or defined the same and can vary from one person to the next.  For the purpose of this study, a high impact learning experience was defined as an activity that purposefully and systematically encourages students to create new knowledge, make connections across curriculum, explore opinions/views/perspectives beyond their own, and engage in critical thinking.  These experiences support the development of “students’ intellectual and practical competencies” (Kuh, 2008). It is recognized that high impact educational practices “take many different forms, depending on learner characteristics and on institutional priorities and contexts” (Kuh, 2008). Examples of HIL include study abroad, internships, research, and class projects. HIL experiences provide benefits for students who are actively engaged (Cruce, Wolniak, Seifert, & Pascarella, 2006; Kuh, Kinzie, Cruce, Shoup, & Gonyea, 2006).  College graduates’ ability to think critically has declined over time and research has shown a decline in faculty not teaching to higher standards to challenge the students (Harder, Roberts, Stedman, Thoron, & Myers, 2009). The decline in faculty has limited the opportunities for students to sharpen their thinking abilities (Burbach, Matkin, Quinn & Searle, 2012; Whittington, 1995). Thus, there have been recommendations that students in higher education complete multiple HIL experiences through their time at college, especially one during their first year (Kuh, 2008). 
Understanding perceptions and attitude is fundamental in encouraging the use of HIL learning strategies.  While there is substantial research that has been conducted on specific types of HIL (i.e, study abroad), there is little empirical data regarding HIL activities implemented broadly or the attitudes and perceptions of faculty related to HIL. This study sought to determine faculty perceptions of HIL across university departments of agricultural education in an effort to collect baseline data related to faculty perceptions and implementation of HIL.
Conceptual Framework

Examination of faculty perceptions and implementation of high impact learning was divided into three distinct areas including individual characteristics, external elements, and perceptions.  These concepts provided the conceptual model to guide this research (Figure 1).  Literature review revealed the importance of the role that individual characteristics and external elements serve in influencing individual views, perceptions regarding comfort, knowledge and ease of implementation, perceptions of value related to HIL and perceptions of detractors from HIL.  We believe that each of these areas impact an individual’s ability and willingness to conduct HIL.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model to Study High Impact Learning in Departments of Agricultural Education.

Methodology

The study utilized a researcher-developed instrument and followed steps outlined by Dillman (2009). The instrument included open-ended, Likert-type, and multiple choice questions. Content and face validity were verified by a panel of experts and a pilot test (N=45) was conducted with faculty and graduate teaching assistants prior to study implementation.  Eighty-five faculty from ten agricultural education departments nationwide responded to the survey. Likert-type questions included two sets of statements.  Cronbach Alpha was used to measure reliability and revealed a reliability of .885 for the set focused on the value of HIL and a reliability of .735 for the set focused on detractors from HIL.

Results and Conclusions

The responding sample can be described as predominately male (69.4%) and under 55 years of age (71.8%).  High percentages (65.9%) had received a teaching award and were in a tenure-track position (81.2%).  Likert statements with the highest mean scores were, “Undergraduates benefit from HIL experiences,” (M= 4.86, SD= .56), and “HIL activities are an important concept to provide for students’ experiences” (M= 4.79, SD= .599). The two lowest mean scores were, “HIL distracts from the subject matter content” (M= 1.56, SD= .981), and “HIL activities require too much time” (M= 2.14, SD= 1.09). The instrument used a five point scale for each statement.  Many respondents reported past participation in study abroad experiences, research projects, internships, and on-site learning activities.  In regard to their perspectives of comfort level, knowledge level, and ease of implementation for HIL experiences, findings revealed a critical need for support and training related to the implementation of study abroad activities. 

Implications and Recommendations

Study results reveal a wide variety of HIL activities being implemented while at the same time revealed the need for faculty support and incentives.  Individual characteristics and external elements should be considered as departments strive to encourage HIL experiences. This study was designed to target priority four of the national research agenda, “Meaningful, Engaged Learning in All Environments” (Doerfert, 2011). 
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