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Cooperation Based AET Instructor Professional Development in Nigeria

Introduction
Implementing high quality professional development for postsecondary Agricultural Education and Training (AET) instructors is a critical step in facilitating inclusive economic capacity building in developing countries. Most technical agricultural graduate programs in developing nations do not include training in instructional methods, creating lesson plans, or assessment techniques and lecturers are usually forced into learning the craft of teaching through trial and error.  Unfortunately, poor teaching and a lack of innovative strategies do little to break the status quo view that agriculture is a distasteful option for youths. It is likely that economic progress will be attenuated in developing nations if AET institutions cannot attract and motivate capable students to engage in addressing the critical problems surrounding food security, sustainability, and climate change. The purpose of this descriptive study was to create information about the employment of cooperative learning processes to support AET instructor professional development in Nigeria. The findings reveal that participants believed that by cooperating together they were able to: a) learn an exceptional amount; b) create more outputs; and c) achieve higher quality outputs and outcomes.
Theoretical Framework
Social interdependence is one of the most fundamental and ubiquitous aspects of being a human being and it affects all aspects of our lives (Deutsch, 1949, 1962). Social interdependence arises when individuals share common goals and the outcomes each individual experiences are dependent on the actions of others to which they are connected (Deutsch, 1962; D.W. Johnson & Johnson, 1989). Synthesizing the research surrounding social interdependence theory that took place over a thirty year period, Johnson & Johnson (2009), were able to modify and extend social interdependence theory in two distinct ways: a) they were able to identify and validate variables that mediate the effectiveness of cooperation; and b) by investigating numerous independent variables they were able to expand the scope of the theory. Based upon their research investigating the implementation of cooperation, Johnson and Johnson (2009) have posited that five variables mediate the effectiveness of cooperation and cooperative learning: a) positive interdependence; b) individual accountability; c) promotive interaction; d) appropriate use of social skills; and e) group processing.  

The purpose of this descriptive study was to create information about the employment of cooperative learning as both a content and process component of AET instructor professional development in Nigeria. Within the scope of this study, cooperative learning was operationally defined as collaborative efforts which included all five mediating variables. The objectives of the study were to assess the AET instructors’ perceptions of: a) their institute cooperative learning experiences; b) their institute cooperative learning experience outputs and outcomes; and c) simultaneously learning about and participating in cooperative learning. It is also hoped that this study will begin to more clearly define best practices associated with implementing cooperative learning a wider array of cultural contexts.
Methods / Procedures
The target population for this study consisted of AET instructors in Nigeria that had participated in one of ten three week long train the trainer model professional development institutes (N=252). The focus of the institutes was to develop the capacity of the participants to construct and deliver high quality instruction which raises the achievement level of AET students. The institute included instruction regarding the theoretical underpinnings, effective strategies, and example activities related to cooperative learning. Instruction was focused on assisting participants to experience cooperative learning while they learned about it.
Participant outputs included group processing reflections, individual accountability reports, and concept maps which depicted pathways to cooperative goal achievement.

The participant frame for the study was obtained by using a listing of all AET instructor participants provided by the University of Nigeria at Nsukka, the lead institution on the project. Usable responses were obtained from 214 respondents for an overall response rate of 85%. 
The researcher developed survey instrument used to collect data for the study consisted of 36 items in three separate subscales. Subscale 1 of the instrument measured participant perceptions of cooperative learning experiences. Subscale 2 created information regarding participants’ perceptions of how their cooperative learning experiences impacted their outputs and outcomes. Subscale 3 measured participant perceptions regarding their learning about and participating in cooperative learning groups simultaneously. Expert AET reviewers from Nigeria were consulted to affirm the content and face validity of the survey instrument. English is the official language of Nigeria and is the medium for instruction at Nigerian educational institutions. Based on the data collected the internal consistency of the survey instrument was estimated to be as follows: entire instrument = .79; subscale 1 = .82; subscale 2 = .80; and subscale 3 = .76.
Results
The 214 participants in this study had a mean age of 44 years (standard deviation = 6.6).  12% of the participants were female, 32% were at the level of professor, and 68% had a Master’s degree as their highest degree completed. A slight majority (53%) of the 64 participants who had attained a doctoral degree, received their highest degree from a U.S. or European institution. 
The AET instructors strongly agreed that their experiences with cooperative learning facilitated engagement, learning, and the creation of high quality outputs. This echoes research that demonstrates that cooperative learning promotes greater levels of productivity than individualistic scenarios (Kuchenbradt, Eyssel, & Seidel, 2013).The participants perceived that their cooperative learning experiences led to the improvement of both their instruction and collegial engagement. This finding is supported by research that indicates cooperative learning experiences help cooperators to distill more frequent insights into higher level cognitive challenges, such as teaching, than other methods of instruction (Johnson & Johnson, 2005). The AET instructors believed that by intertwining content instruction about cooperative learning with actual cooperative learning experiences they were able to develop a deeper level of knowledge and transfer their understandings to other contexts. 
Conclusions / Recommendations
How instructional and professional development planners design learner interactions is a consequential determinant of: how much is learned; learner motivation; and learner productivity. Overall, the findings indicated that the AET instructors perceived cooperative learning to be a robust and beneficial framework for planning and directing instruction. That finding is well supported by the existing body of literature from research carried out in various cultures and is rooted in strong connections between theory, research, and practice. It is recommend that future research utilize quasi experimental or experimental methods to determine whether cooperative learning experiences improve AET instructor output productivity. Additional research should be carried out to compare groups that utilize contextualized cooperative learning experiences and groups that use other methods for enacting professional development instruction.
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