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Encouraging Undergraduate Students in Agriculture to Pursue 
International Experiences: Preference and Motivation

Introduction and Need for Research

International learning experiences are critical to undergraduate education as they provide the “knowledge and skills students need to be globally competent” (Bunch, Lamm, Israel & Edwards, 2013, p. 217).  In the past decade, the number of scholarly papers about study abroad increased by more than 300% (Cubillos & Ilvento, 2002).  “In-depth global knowledge and first-hand international experience” are important for students entering the workforce and essential for future leaders (McGowan, 2007, p. 65).  Research has shown that study abroad is essential to the development of transnational professionals (Jackson & Nyoni, 2012) and that international opportunities prepare students to succeed in a global work environment (Harder & Bruening, 2008).  In the 21st century, it is imperative that students can navigate foreign cultures and people to succeed in a global economy (Douglas & Jones-Rikkers, 2001).  Multinational companies recognize the cross-cultural skills and language ability gained through international experiences and are now targeting graduates with those experiences (Bruening & Frick, 2004). However, studies show that undergraduate students in agriculture are not very engaged in international experiences (Bunch, et al., 2013). It is imperative to determine desired program characteristics that motivate students to gain an international experience and also document preference so that experiences can be established that meet student needs.

Theoretical Framework

The theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 2006) served as the theoretical framework of the study.  “In combination, attitude toward the behavior, subjective norm, and perception of behavioral control lead to the formation of a behavioral intention” (p. 1). We approached the study with the intention of documenting student beliefs and attitudes toward participation in international experiences in order to identify interventions and program characteristics that might impact student behavior.

Methodology

Survey methodology was implemented for this descriptive study during spring 2014 and a total of 194 enrolled students completed the instrument, of whom 182 were undergraduate students pursuing a degree in agricultural leadership, education, and communications.  The survey was based upon the work of Briers, Shinn, and Nguyen (2010) and included multiple-choice, Likert-type, ranking, and open-ended questions to gain insight into student preference and motivation related to choosing to participate in an international experience.

Results

In total, 182 undergraduate students of interest completed the online questionnaire.  There were 68 male (37%) and 114 female (63%) participants.  A majority of the respondents indicated “white only” as their ethnic origin (79%, n=144) with a few Hispanic (12%, n=21), “black only” (6%, n=11), and other (4%, n=6) respondents.  Only 13% (n=24) of the respondents spoke a language other than English, including Spanish (9%, n=17), French (1%, n=2) and eight other languages each spoken by one respondent.  A majority of the respondents were 21 or 22 years of age (61%, n=111).  The students represented four undergraduate majors within agricultural leadership, education, and communications: agricultural communication (30%, n=55), agricultural leadership (32%, n=58), agricultural science (17%, n=31), and university studies –leadership studies (21%, n=38).  Only 7% (n=13) of the students noted receiving a full scholarship to attend college.  There were 119 students (65%) that indicated they borrow money through federal or private loans to attend college.  

A majority of students had pursued an international experience (60%, n=109).  A small portion had no interest in completing an international experience (13%, n=24).  It was clear that students preferred a study abroad program sponsored by their home university or an international internship rather than other international opportunities.  Additionally, the students indicated a strong preference for programs that were three to six weeks in length.  

Respondents were asked to provide up to four countries they would consider for an international experience.  In total, 681 responses were given by the 182 students.  Italy (11%, n=75) and Australia (10%, n=68) were the most popular countries followed by Spain (8%, n=55), England (7%, n=51), France (7%, n=48), and Germany (7%, n=45).  In total, 56% (n=382) of the responses from students were for countries located in Western Europe.  The next most desired regions of the world were Latin and South America (16%, n=112) and Oceania (13%, n=91).  In total, 73 countries or regions were listed including countries on all continents except Antarctica.  The most important factor in selecting an international experience was program cost, followed by the country itself, the program subject matter, and cultural attractions in the area.

Conclusions

Our results show there is an overwhelming desire for agricultural leadership, education and communications undergraduate students to pursue an international experience.  The students were primarily motivated to pursue an international opportunity for the life experience gained.  Students also cited the chance to live in another culture or country, resume enhancement, and increasing their employability.  The country, subject matter, and cost are important considerations in program selection with cost being the primary factor and Western Europe being the most desired location.   The students prefer three to six week study abroad programs coordinated by their home university or an international internship.  Our results reveal that very few students receive full scholarships to attend college and many rely on loans to pay their tuition and fees.  

Implications and Recommendations

It is imperative for colleges of agriculture to create international programs that meet the desires of their students without exceeding their limitations.  The programs must be affordable, preferably in Western Europe, and clearly communicate the life experience and cultural awareness that will be gained.  Further research is needed to determine the financial breaking point for pursuing an international experience as well as the mix of academic content and cultural components that students’ desire.  
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