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Community-Based Education for Agriculture Students: A Case Study in Anuradhapura District, Sri Lanka

Introduction

Agricultural students face challenges in applying theoretical and practical knowledge and skills learned in the classroom in real situations. Additionally, they may find it difficult to implement proper communication strategies to disseminate information and discover conflict between traditional/conventional and scientific approaches to farming when they are immersed in the real-world situations. Small-scale agriculture, being a family business, farmers tend to satisfy their demand for information need through informal sources like neighbors, relatives, landlords, or friends (Shetty, 1969). Through generations of accumulated practice and hands-on experiences, farmers have their own methods of handling agricultural issues such as pest and disease control, water conservation, production of seed and planting materials, etc. Therefore, alteration of these life-long practices takes time, patience and practice. Offering adult education programs also helps to keep farmers better informed of current trends (Birkenholz & Maricle, 1991).
Another main problem faced by agricultural professionals in the field is that those traditional farmers who are rich in conventional knowledge and strategies in farming do not tend to learn or listen to young agricultural professionals fresh from school and rich in scientific knowledge. In order to address this issue and help students to be more effective information disseminators, this approach was introduced to enhance mutual learning of students (as information disseminators) and farmers (as receivers).

Methodology

Each student (third year students) was grouped into small groups of 5 members using random selection methods. Each student group was assigned a randomly selected farming family in the area. Those farming families were selected after having friendly discussions with the agricultural extension officer of the area, village headman (~mayor), and president of the farmer organization.  The students were supposed to visit their assigned farming family regularly for a period of 16 weeks (one semester), keep records of the farming activities and come up with strategies to promote positive changes in the livelihood. The main tasks of the students were
· To identify existing socio-demographic condition of farming families
· To identify the agricultural problems/issues faced by them
· To act as change agents and communication links between the university and the community
· To come up with possible solutions to cope up with the problems
At the end of the semester each sub group submitted a report summarizing their activities and what they learned. Although not explicitly a research project, the activities implemented align with the AAAE Research Priority 4: Meaningful, Engaged Learning in all Environments (Doerfert, 2011).




Results to Date

This practice was conducted consecutively for two years and based on the feedback of students and discussions with farmers, results are very progressive and satisfactory. Following are some of the comments in student reports, where they have applied adult learning principles when dealing with farmers. 
It was very difficult at the beginning. When we tried to impose information on them about new agricultural technologies they resisted. They were reluctant to listen to young group of ‘immature’ students. But later we understood that, developing rapport is the best way to optimize approachability. 

Respecting their knowledge is very important. They should be given the opportunity to reflect on their life experiences.

Approaching adults is not easy as we think. Their core is strengthened by religious and social norms and values. They never foot a step into the paddy field without praying god! They have been practicing it throughout their life time so we have to be very careful not to criticize those norms and beliefs when we try to introduce something ‘scientific.’

The president of the farmer organization stated that,
This is the first time we experienced working with students. We do not get proper and timely information and it is really difficult to meet our agriculture instructors when needed. But when the students visit our families, we can get things clarified by them. They know new technical approaches, scientific methods, and good practices that can be easily used in our farming. Sometimes they go back to the university and discuss our problems with the professors at the faculty and come up with smart solutions.

Future Plans

Therefore, it was observed that this practice serves the purpose of helping students to be more effective information disseminators and adult educators in future. This is a satisfying and learning experience for both students and farmers. Not having a formal procedure (proper time) to visit farm families was observed as a main weakness in this approach. In the future, it would be better if local Agricultural Extension officers of Department of Agriculture had a greater involvement in working with the students and with farmers to facilitate the experience. It would also be better if farmer training programs and community development activities could also be concurrently implemented during student visits. Finally, this method has shown great promise in Sri Lanka. It should be replicated in other countries, including the United States to see if this variation of experiential learning (Roberts, 2006) may be universally valuable.

Costs

The costs of this project were exclusively related to time. Time from the students, time from the local farm families, time from instructors, time for extension officers, time for the village headman (~mayor), and time for the president of the farmer association. 
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