Research
Comparing the Academic Engagement of Agriculture and Non-Agriculture Students at the University of [State]
Hanna K. Estes, Graduate Assistant
hkildow@uark.edu
479-575-6797

Catherine W. Shoulders, PhD
cshoulde@uark.edu

Donald M. Johnson, PhD
dmjohnso@uark.edu

Leslie D. Edgar, PhD
ledger@uark.edu

K. Jill Rucker, PhD
kjrucker@uark.edu
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Donna L. Graham, PhD
dgraham@uark.edu

Department of Agricultural Education, Communications and Technology
205 Agriculture Building
Fayetteville, AR 72701





Comparing the Academic Engagement of Agriculture and Non-Agriculture Students at the University of [State]

Introduction/Theoretical Framework
One of the best predictors of learning and personal development is student academic engagement, which is the time and energy that students invest in educationally productive activities (Carini, Kuh, & Klein, 2006). According to Kuh (2003), the premise of engagement is deceptively simple and even self-evident—when students study a subject more, they learn more about it. Chickering and Gamson (1987) identified seven principles of good undergraduate teaching practices, which can increase student engagement: 1) student-faculty interaction is encouraged; 2) collaboration among students during learning is encouraged; 3) active learning strategies are encouraged; 4) prompt feedback is provided; 5) time on task is a priority; 6) high expectations are communicated; and 7) respect is present in diversity of talents and learning methods. The National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) collects data from students regarding their engagement to discover areas where colleges and universities can improve the quality of the student experience (NSSE, 2013b; Chen et al., 2009). This data allows institutions to investigate and act upon results from various subgroups such as gender, fields of study, or activities. The purpose of this study was to describe the levels of engagement among students at the University of [State] and to determine if any significant differences (p < 0.05) exist between students enrolled in the college of agriculture and those enrolled in other colleges. 

Methodology
This study used data collected from the 2013 NSSE administration at University of [State].  The population (N = 7,994) included the freshman and seniors enrolled at the university during the 2012-13 school year (freshman = 4,408; seniors = 3,586).  Randomly selected samples of freshman and senior students were asked to complete the NSSE assessment during the spring semester. The university’s Office of Institutional Research reported response rates for freshman and seniors as 26% and 33%, respectively, compared to average response rates, 17% and 22%, for other institutions.

Students were assessed based on ten engagement indicators, which align with four overall themes. Academic challenge, the first theme, included higher-order learning, reflective and integrative learning, learning strategies, and quantitative reasoning as engagement indicators.  Collaborative learning and discussions with diverse others are the indicators associated with the second theme, learning with peers. Engagement indicators associated with experiences with faculty, the third theme, included student-faculty interaction and effective teaching practices.  Quality of interactions and supportive environment were the engagement indicators of the final theme, campus environment. In order to make comparisons between groups of students within institutions, engagement indicator scores are assigned to each student based on a 60-point scale (NSSE, 2013a). The objective of this study was to determine if any significant differences existed between agriculture students and students enrolled in other colleges at the University of [State] on their levels of academic engagement as indicated by the NSSE assessment.  

Results
A majority of respondents were freshmen outside of the college of agriculture (n = 1071), followed by non-agriculture seniors (n = 1056), agriculture seniors (n = 144), and agriculture freshman (n = 79). Freshmen enrolled in the college of agriculture (M = 29.18) made significantly lower scores (p = 0.0054) for collaborative learning than students in other colleges (M = 33.55). Scores given in supportive environment for agriculture freshman (M = 40.95) were significantly higher (p = 0.0319) in comparison to the responses given to their non-agriculture counterparts (M = 37.32). Respondents showed no other significant differences between agriculture freshman and non-agriculture freshman. 

Agriculture seniors received significantly lower scores (p = 0.0180) in higher order learning (M = 37.04) compared to seniors enrolled in other colleges at the university (M = 40.09).  Agriculture students (M = 44.08) scored significantly higher (p = 0.0375) than non-agriculture students (M = 41.74) in quality of interactions at the senior level. There were no other significant differences found for the remaining eight engagement indicators between students in the college of agriculture and students enrolled in a non-agriculture college. 

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
The intention of NSSE was for institutions to be able to identify opportunities to improve the quality of student experiences through assessment of academic engagement indicators. For a majority of the engagement indicators there were no significant differences found between agriculture students and students in other colleges. However, the results from this study did show that when agriculture students’ scores were significantly higher than non-agriculture students, the indicators being scored fell into the same theme— campus environment. Freshman agriculture students yielded significantly higher scores than non-agriculture freshman in supportive environment. Similarly, agriculture seniors rated quality of interactions with important people, such as advisors and faculty, higher than their non-agriculture counterparts. According to Chickering and Gamson (1987), student-faculty relationships represent the most important factor of student motivation and involvement. This suggests that students enrolled in the college of agriculture are more likely to note the positive effects of student-faculty interaction. 

While agriculture students indicated a quality campus environment, the results showed that agriculture students received significantly lower scores on engagement indicators such as collaborative learning and higher-order learning. Responses from freshman in the college of agriculture suggest that they do not collaborate with other students to master difficult material, prepare for exams, or work on group projects as often as freshman from other colleges within the university. As indicated by the “Seven Principles of Good Practice”, collaborative learning allows students to deepen their understanding as they share ideas and materials with one another. Efforts should be made to provide agriculture students with opportunities to work and collaborate with other students. In addition to collaborative learning, agriculture seniors were given significantly lower scores for coursework emphasizing the challenging learning tasks and practical problems associated with higher-order learning. This finding suggests that educators within the college of agriculture should be encouraged to develop and/or communicate high expectations and to implement these expectations through active learning techniques. 
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