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Introduction/Need for Innovation

Research can be a daunting task.  Studies have shown conducting research to be a source of apprehension for students entering graduate school (Austin, 2002; Lopatto, 2004).  Prior research experience can be helpful; conducting undergraduate research has been shown to be a positive factor in undergraduates choosing to pursue a graduate degree (Russell, Hancock, & McCullough, 2007).  Conducting quality research is an important career skill for students to acquire through both undergraduate and graduate school, and should be addressed at all levels of the educational process (Austin, 2002).  This innovation directly addresses priority four of the AAAE research agenda, to develop meaningful, engaged learning in all environments (Doerfert, 2011). To engage the next generation of researchers, agricultural education should develop methods of instruction in research methodology that are challenging to students, while allowing students to become comfortable with the research process.

To formulate an innovative, student-centered course in applied field research, several factors were taken into consideration.  Undergraduates have been shown to comprehend research at a higher level when learning through experience (Brew, 2010).  Drawing on experiential learning concepts (Kolb, 1984) led faculty to develop a course outline rooted in active experimentation and concrete experience, combined with the opportunity for abstract conceptualism and an emphasis on reflexive and reflective observation.  A focus on experimental learning has been shown to increase the effectiveness of instruction and retention of research concepts (Benson & Blackman, 2003).  Another factor considered in course design was the conscious choice to teach the course using a constructivist approach.  Constructivism has been shown to promote deeper understanding of abstract concepts, like research methodology, as it allows the learner the opportunity to define their own path to learning (Splan, Porr, & Broyles, 2011).  Another decision considered by faculty developing this course was the pairing of undergraduate and graduate students in the same section of the course.  Researchers have concluded that pairing undergraduate and graduate students in collegial relationships dealing with research may be complicated, but these relationships often have a beneficial outcome for both groups of students and the faculty advisor (Dolan & Johnson, 2010).

This innovative class sought to fill the need for a challenging course to effectuate learning in field research methods.  Prior to this course, the need for a course and factors of interest were established; however, questions still existed for examination.  The results of the innovation were examined in comparison to the following guiding questions:
1. Does the pairing of graduate and undergraduate students within a section of field research methods course increase student understanding and comfort of field research methods?
2. Is experiential learning an effective tool to use in a field research methods course?
3. Does the nature of a field research course lend itself to a constructivist course design?
4. How important is the practical application of the concepts through industry partnership to the overall success of the class?

How it Works
	This undergraduate/graduate level course was designed to include lecture components on research methods, including components of qualitative research, such as conducting interviews, coding data, and establishing trustworthiness, along with components of quantitative research including survey data collection and procedures to produce valid and reliable results.  Extensive class time was also dedicated to provide students with venues for active experimentation and concrete experiences.  By facilitating the course working with an industry partner, research concepts could be applied in real-world settings.

Students enrolled in the course were assigned groups including both undergraduate and graduate students and given group deliverables based on the desires of the industry partner.  Group members were instructed to work as colleagues in all aspects of creating deliverables for the course, to foster a relationship between graduate and undergraduate students with the absence of hierarchy.  The absence of concrete assignments allowed the course to function from a constructivist approach.  Student groups developed their own unique final research analysis for presentation to the industry partner.

Results to Date/Implications

Twenty-nine students were enrolled in the course over the course of the spring 2014 semester.  Students conducted quantitative data analysis related to an online survey instrument, along with conducting five organized focus groups, and more than 300 qualitative interviews.  Combined graduate and undergraduate teams worked to code and analyze data and presented the industry partner with high-quality analysis of the research project.

Related to the guiding questions of the project, students enrolled in the course reported that the nature of the course design improved their overall confidence in the research process. Many undergraduate students emphasized that the opportunity to work with graduate classmates who were already familiar with research methods made them feel more comfortable in making mistakes and asking questions. Others mentioned that they now feel prepared to take-on an undergraduate research program. Graduate students believed the chance to guide their undergraduate counterparts through data collection, analysis, and presentation of a finished product, enhanced their ability to perform future research. The constructivist approach to the class was well received by students, many of whom believed it allowed them to examine the concepts in a more experiential manner.  Students also stated the collaboration with an industry partner was invaluable to connecting abstract research concepts to real  situations.  

Future Plans

	The success of this course has prompted faculty members to examine the continuation of a cross level, applied research methods course.  Additional examination will include refining the course design and objectives to further facilitate the learning of research methods in an applied, constructivist setting.

Costs/Resources Needed

Support from the department in teaching a cross level course was paramount to the success of this project.  Additionally, the acquisition of an industry partner for application of research concepts was an asset to the success of this course. Data collection required travel and on-site visits that were funded by the industry partner. 
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