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Specialized Experiential Learning Opportunities for Students: Lessons from a Cookbook 

Introduction / Need for Innovation or Idea
Opportunities for learning in agricultural communications at the post-secondary level often present themselves as experiential learning, which is the basis of the problem-solving approach to teaching (Kolb, 1984).  When a student learns through experience they are engaging in experiential learning (Andreasen, 2004; Kolb, 1984).  When students are exposed to situations where they must apply the skills they gain in the classroom in a real-world setting, they engage in experiential learning, and these instances provide an opportunity for them to try, to make mistakes, and to narrow the margin between failure and success (Grant Foundation, 1988).  Agricultural communications educators must recognize the industry desire for potential employees to have not only skills but experience and adapt their programs to meet that need (Doerfert & Miller, 2006; Sprecker & Rudd, 1997).  Curriculum currently plays an important role in preparing individuals for agricultural communications careers (Tucker, Whaley, & Cano, 2003), yet there is a need for post-secondary educators to provide opportunities for students to use their skills in practical situations. 

How it Works / Methodology / Steps
During the fall 2014 semester at the University of [State] an agricultural communications faculty member was asked to help promote an event the [State] Division of Agriculture and [College of Agriculture] were hosting midway through the semester.  The event was an educational tour of local farms in the area targeted toward mothers.  With this in mind, the faculty member and other organizers thought it would be appropriate to create a cookbook to distribute along with other hospitality items attendees received.  

Instead of designing and coordinating the production of the cookbook personally, the faculty member opted to provide this opportunity to a graduate student whose skillset matched the project, but whose skillset could also be expanded and strengthened through the project.  After helping the student to conceptualize the cookbook and providing and establishing contacts who would aid in the creation of the cookbook, the faculty member gave control of the assignment completely to the graduate student.  Once the graduate student understood the assigned task, the entire process of creating the cookbook was under the student’s supervision, including workflow management, designing, and corresponding with event organizers and printers to ensure completion of the project.  Throughout the production process, the student provided regular progress updates to the faculty member, but the student was provided minimal direction.  Direction was only provided when necessary to avoid potentially detrimental situations, such as not having enough time to print the cookbook.  The design for the cookbook was approved by the faculty member and organizers of the event before being sent to print.  Additionally, the student requested a proof of the cookbook, which was approved before the complete print job was processed. 

Results to Date / Implications
The final cookbook product was a full-color, 8.5 inches (height) by 5.5 inches (wide) coil-bound booklet with 28 inside pages and polyester front and back covers; 100 copies of the cookbook were printed.  The book was designed using Adobe InDesign CS6, and the University of [State] Print, Mail, and Copy Solutions was hired to print the cookbook.  The student delivered the cookbooks to the event organizers the week before the event was scheduled.

Event organizers, the faculty member, and the student were all pleased with the outcomes of the project.  Event organizers were pleased with the final cookbook product, and upon dissemination to event attendees, organizers noted the value of the cookbook as a promotional tool.  The faculty member and student both noted expansion in the student’s skillset through the experiential learning opportunity, including improved understanding of designing with print shop specifications in mind and improved ability to effectively manage scheduling and workflow.  Additionally, the student received an opportunity to implement skills gained through curriculum in a real-world setting, and once the cookbook was completed, the student had a valuable asset to add to a portfolio.  The student expressed how this opportunity not only improved marketability, but competency, which the student also noted was of more long-term importance than marketability.  

Future Plans / Advice to Others
In addition to the curriculum they construct and implement, agricultural communications educators should work to provide students with opportunities to engage in experiential learning outside of the classroom.  Integrating this into agricultural communication programs will help to ensure the programs are helping students to meet the needs of industry, thus making them more marketable (Doerfert & Miller, 2006).  As noted by the Grant Foundation (1988), experiential learning is about closing the distance between failure and success, and by offering students real-world opportunities where success and failure are both equally possible, faculty prepare students for what they will eventually deal with in the industry.  Essentially, providing students with “cookbook” opportunities raises the stakes in the learning process, which causes students to take ownership of their learning.  

Agricultural communication educators might have connections with industry professionals and higher education colleagues who are in need of freelance communication work.  Educators should note these opportunities and if possible match the opportunities to certain students who may be willing to tackle the project for pay or credit hours.  In doing so, educators will help students be more marketable because of the experience they gain through experiential learning opportunities (Sprecker & Rudd, 1997).  Not only will students be more marketable, but as attested to by the student in this study, they will be more competent individuals, which is a need often more important than being more marketable. 

Costs / Resources Needed
In this instance, cost for the project was minimal because the graduate student was paid through a graduate assistantship.  However, in other situations students may not engage in these kind of experiential learning opportunities without some form of compensation.  This may require that faculty work to secure funding for students, whether it be from the source of the opportunities or through other funding the faculty may have access to.  Students could also be compensated with special problems credit hours that count toward their degree requirements.  Resources needed will vary depending on the experiential opportunities provided. 
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