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The Critical Need for Experiential Learning Programs in Animal Agriculture

Introduction
As recognized by the National Research Council (2009), changes in society and industries alike have created novel challenges for youth wishing to enter agricultural disciplines (Splan, Porr, & Broyles, 2009). Students are now faced with overcoming knowledge gaps with the industry (Dimitri, Effland, & Conkland, 2005), as well as complex challenges that will require an experienced and well-rounded workforce. Furthermore, agricultural industries are in a greater need of qualified employees as many current employees are quickly approaching retirement (NRC, 2009). In order to overcome these challenges and changing industry foci, students must possess a broad base of knowledge and skills (Splan, Porr, & Broyles, 2009). More specifically, the National Research Council (2009) posits that educational programs must help students gain transferable skills and critical thinking strategies in order to be successful (Estepp & Roberts, 2011).
The Equine Studies Program at the Middleburg Agricultural Research and Extension Center (MARE Center) was implemented in 2010 to provide students with an experiential learning opportunity in equine science. Students are expected to participate in all aspects of the equine industry while also completing upper level equine coursework and participating in undergraduate research opportunities. The program aims to better prepare students for careers in industry, academia, or the veterinary sciences by emphasizing hands on experiences, critical thinking abilities, and realistic problem solving. Although participants have consistently been surveyed about their experiences at the conclusion of each semester, the program had not yet undergone a more thorough evaluation to determine programmatic impacts.

Theoretical Framework
This study proposed adopting a modified version of Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning, referred to as experiential education. This perspective begins with an understanding of Dewey’s (1938) theory of experience, positing that learners in traditional settings lack quality experiences and the ability to build connections to prior knowledge. Dewey (1938) further emphasized that learning requires individuals to change during and as a result of their experiences (Ord & Leather, 2011; Schunk, 2012). To further expand upon Dewey’s (1938) work, our updated perspective utilizes Kolb’s (1984) key principles of experiential learning – concrete experiences, reflective observations, abstract conceptualizations, and active experimentation. Although the works of Dewey (1938) and Kolb (1984) are vital portions of this updated perspective, both fall short in neglecting to recognize the inevitable social interactions occurring in such a learning environment. By considering the social cognitive proposition that individuals learn by doing, sensing, and observing the actions of others (Bandura, 1986; Ormrod, 2008; Schunk, 2008), we can more appropriately consider student/administrator and student/peer interactions that may impact participant experiences in an experiential opportunity. By combining the key elements of experiential learning and social cognitive theory, this perspective uptimately aims to provide a more complete understanding of what experiential education can do for our students. This perspective not only recognizes the processes through which students gain hands-on experiences, but also lends an explanation as to how experiential education can provide students with heightened processing and observation capabilities, social competencies, and self-regulatory abilities. 

Methodology
	This study implemented qualitative methods to gain an in depth understanding of student experiences in this context. The researcher developed a priori propositions in order to align research questions with supporting literature, and corresponding interview questionnaires were developed to ensure consistency. During the fall of 2013, a recruitment email requesting participation was sent to everyone previously associated with the Middleburg Equine Science Program. This included any administrators and graduate students in addition to undergraduate program participants. 15 individual interviews were ultimately conducted via telephone for consistency. Interviews were digitally recorded and later transcribed into Microsoft Word ©, and transferred into Atlas TI © for coding and theme analysis.

Results
	Seven primary themes emerged from the collected interview data:
1. Program resources allowed administrators to maintain a student centered learning environment.
2. Experiential learning opportunities allowed participants to apply knowledge in a real-world context.
3. Ongoing research projects provided additional experiential opportunities for program participants.
4. Relationships amongst administrators, graduate students, and peer cohorts influenced participant experiences in an immersive environment.
5. Programmatic design incorporates community involvement and consequently provided valuable networking opportunities for participating students.
6. Experiential aspects of programmatic design foster personal growth in participants.
7. Experiences in an experiential learning environment enhance participant understandings of career aspirations.

Recommendations for Practice
The findings of this study provide adequate evidence that student-centered experiential learning opportunities provide invaluable experiences for undergraduate students. The program presents a unique learning environment for students, and creates a myriad of opportunities for students to gain hands-on skills and apply classroom knowledge. Three key recommendations for practice were made based on study findings. First was the importance of recognizing the role of social interactions in educational environments. Although participants did report occasional struggles with social dynamics in the program, students unanimously agreed that these interactions were beneficial. Students not only learned from one another, but also gained personal skills from learning to live and work in such a close environment. Secondly, students appreciated the efforts made by program administrators to support a student-centered learning environment. Study findings indicated that this type of environment encouraged more meaningful and self-directed learning, as students were encouraged to identify areas of educational need and interests that were often incorporated into the program. Lastly, study findings emphasized the importance of consistently creating opportunities for applied knowledge. Although initially intimidating for some, students felt empowered upon realizing the connections between hands-on opportunities and knowledge. Many students also reported that the program’s numerous opportunities for applied knowledge helped them make sense of their overall education.
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