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An Exploration of Perceptions and Attitudes of Senegalese Professors Toward Learner-Centered Instructional Strategies in Agriculture Courses

Introduction

Recent developments in Senegal show major constraints in institutions of higher education that leave graduates without the skills needed in the agriculture sector (Guilbaud, Abaye, Gueye, & Li, n.d.). According to assessments conducted by the U.S. Agency of International Development (USAID), some of the major constraints in agricultural education are poor curriculum due to insufficient teaching and learning methods (Guilbaud et al., n.d) that often lead to passive learners. Like many African nations, teacher-centered methods characterized by lecture-driven courses and information memorization, have dominated classroom instruction in Senegal (Brown, 2003; Grunert, 1997). In 2011, as part of this increasing involvement in Senegal, USAID launched the Education and Research in Agriculture (ERA) project to strengthen the education, research, and training in Senegal (USAID, 2011). Partnering with five US universities, ERA moved forward with its goal to create a more skilled workforce in the agriculture sector by increasing human resource capacity, improving the access to agriculture knowledge, and advocating for agriculture sustainability through the use of sound practices (Bravo-Ureta, Maas, Diouf, & Ndoye, 2012). The purpose of this study was to assess the needs for employing learner-centered practices and challenges professors' face in terms of current teaching and learning methods at five targeted agriculture institutions in Senegal. 

Conceptual Framework

The theoretical framework guiding this study was Icek Ajzen (1991) Theory of Planned Behavior. Ajzen’s (1991) theory measures an individuals’ intentions for engaging in or performing a certain behavior by looking at three components: attitude toward the specific behavior, social environment surrounding the individual (subjective norm), and the individual’s perceived confidence and ability to perform the behavior (perceived behavioral control) (Patterson, 2009). The Theory of Planned Behavior was used to understand professors’ attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control to determine why professors engaged in teacher-centered rather than learner-centered practices. 

Methods

A survey research design was used for this study to ask professors questions on their beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors (Ary, 2014). The goal of the survey was to collect data on professors’ teaching strategies, their attitudes toward learner-centered methods, social climate at the institutions, and to understand their perceived confidence in effectively incorporating these methods in the classroom.  Participants were selected using a comprehensive sampling technique due to the small population of agriculture professors who had relevant information and insight on teaching strategies and pedagogical techniques (Ary, 2014). To participate in the survey, a professor had to be currently teaching or taught an agriculture related course in the past. The primary data collection tool was collected using a 4-part survey questionnaire that included rankings, 5-pt Likert type scales, and close-ended questions. Data was analyzed using a frequency analysis. The results were summarized and key findings reported in this abstract. 
Findings

	 Thirty-five male and five female professors participated in the study with an average teaching experience of 18 years. Exactly half of the participants (n = 20) at two institutions received training from ERA on syllabi and learner-centered approaches. The majority reported having positive attitudes towards the new methods (n = 35) and stated that incorporating them in classrooms would be good (n = 37). Ninety-five percent of the professors (n = 38) stated that they used Lecture/PowerPoint presentations as the main teaching tool in their courses. All 20 of the professors at the institutions that received training reported using visual aids and 19 used hands-on activities as teaching tools. Similarly, a majority of the professors without training reported using visual aids (n = 17) and hands-on activities (n = 18).  
	The survey asked participants what teaching tools they felt were the most effective and 47% of the respondents (n = 19) felt that lectures and PowerPoint presentations were the most effective. Another 37% of respondents (n = 15) felt that group problem solving and discussions were the most effective. When asked about changing from teacher-centered to learner-centered methods, 85% of the participants stated they would make a marked shift given the proper resources and training (n = 34).  The professors reported that primary constraints in incorporating learner-centered approaches were the lack of equipment and materials to facilitate learning, electricity outages and poor internet connections, course structure and schedules, class sizes, and the a lack of training. Additionally, the professors reported little to no pressure from administration or peers about their teaching strategies. However, approximately half of the professors (n = 18) admitted that their administration rarely discussed innovative teaching techniques and that there were few available resources for developing learner-centered teaching (n = 20). Finally, only half felt confident they could use learner-centered strategies properly.
			
Conclusions and Recommendations

The findings of the study identified key constraints preventing professors from adapting learner-centered teaching into their classrooms including training, infrastructure, and class sizes. Additionally, there were discrepancies between the pedagogical techniques currently being employed versus techniques thought to be the most effective. Professors that had some training in learner-centered methods agreed that there were numerous approaches to teaching, yet nearly all still used traditional methods in their classrooms. Therefore, it is recommended that further qualitative research be conducted to fully identify where the gaps between theory and practice are occurring and assess if learner-centered methods are being employed appropriately. 
This study also supports Ajzen’s (1991) theoretical framework in showing how an individual’s intentions to perform a certain behavior are influenced by their attitude toward a behavior, the social norms, and perceived confidence in engaging in a behavior. The participating professors indicated positive attitudes towards engaging in learner-centered methods and felt little to no social pressure in engaging in other teaching techniques. However, professors reported that their institutions provided few, if any, resources for using learner-centered teaching and over half felt that their institutions’ approval of their teaching strategy was important. These findings indicate that: 1) understanding the cultural context of Senegalese teaching and education is fundamental and 2) partnerships with international institutions play a key role in transforming the instructional culture and shifting to more learner-centered approaches by providing pedagogical resources and materials currently unavailable in Senegal.  
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