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Introduction/Need for Innovation

The complexities of the 21st Century require instructors to be innovative thinkers when developing and delivering courses in postsecondary education (Conner et al., 2014).  The National Research Council (2009) recommended transitioning from passive to active learning environments to meet the needs of learners.  Active learning requires students to do meaningful activities and think about what they are doing, which can lead to improvement in students’ thinking and writing skills (Prince, 2004).  A flipped classroom stimulates active learning (Conner et al., 2014).  In the flipped classroom, students are assigned to view course content in the form of video lectures, PowerPoint presentations, Web-based tutorials, and such outside of class time instead of receiving the traditional in-class lecture.  Therefore, time in class is available for discussion and application of the content (Mason, Shuman, & Cook, 2013).  Basically, this approach switches classwork and homework.  “The intent is to create a more collaborative learning environment where students are focused on working through problems with both the guidance of their teachers and the support of their peers” (Findlay-Thompson & Mombourquette, 2014, p.64).  The flipped classroom has yielded both positive and negative outcomes.  It has prompted varying levels of student satisfaction (Mason, Shuman, & Cook, 2013; Missildine, Fountain, Summers, Gosselin, 2013) and may or may not improve grades (Ferrari & O’Connor, 2013; Findlay-Thompson & Mombourquette, 2014).  

Agricultural communications graduates need to be skilled writers and equipped with related competencies such as grammar, spelling, and punctuation (Clem, 2013; Morgan, 2010).  However, these subjects have acquired reputations for being arbitrary and boring (Larsen-Freeman, 1997).  The question arises, “How can educators adapt instruction to engage students in these ‘boring’ subjects while preparing them with skills employers expect?”  This poster narrative describes the use of a flipped classroom structure to answer this question.

How It Works

In an effort to maximize in-class time dedicated to reviewing topics related to writing mechanics and editing, the instructor adopted a flipped classroom approach.  This particular agricultural communications course is junior-level and designated as writing-intensive.  The instructor completed the steps below to structure the flipped portion of the class:
1. Video lectures are recorded for the following topics: Grammar & Spelling, Punctuation, Concise Writing, and Associated Press Style. Lectures ranged from 30-45 minutes and a PDF of the PowerPoint slides was provided for taking notes.  Relevant chapters in the required textbook were identified to encourage students to explore additional examples.
2. Students were instructed to watch the videos prior to a specific date. To encourage this, they were assigned a 10-item online assessment related to the corresponding topic area.
3. During class, students worked in groups of four to complete 50-item worksheets. They could use notes, books, online resources, and group discussion to answer the questions.
4. This process was completed during four class periods to address the four lecture topics.
5. Students with the highest worksheet scores were rewarded with extra credit points.
6. At the end of the process, a day was dedicated to addressing commonly missed questions, and students completed a comprehensive editing exercise to review all of the concepts.

Results to Date

To attempt to improve this classroom structure for future offerings, students from the spring 2015 semester (N = 31) provided some feedback on an anonymous form.  Overall, students’ perceptions of the flipped portion of the agricultural communications course were positive.  The majority (n = 17, 54.9%) agreed that this approach to learning these topics was more effective than traditional lecture while 10 (32.3%) students neither agreed nor disagreed.  Multiple students said they appreciated having the ability to learn the concepts at their own pace and at a time convenient for them.  One student said, “I liked that I could pause the videos and dig deeper into concepts that I did not understand.”  Students also said they felt more prepared for class.  One student said, “It gives students time to absorb information and be more prepared in class with questions, ideas, and knowledge of material.”  The opportunity for group work was another advantage students reported.  They said they enjoyed doing the in-class group activities and working together improved their learning.  A student said, “I liked working on assignments in groups because it helped me grasp some concepts better.”   

Although most students seemed to appreciate this classroom structure, a few students did mention difficulties.  One student said, “The flipped classroom approach may make it more difficult/less convenient for students to ask questions.” Another student said, “Sometimes remembering to watch the videos was hard. I felt like it was a little longer homework time than most classes.”

Future Plans/Advice to Others

Based on student feedback, it appears the flipped classroom structure is an effective and well-received approach to reviewing essential writing topics.  This course will continue using this course content design in the future with some changes to address students’ concerns.  Specifically, a discussion feature will be added in Blackboard so students can ask for clarification during the online lectures.  Students also need reminders to watch the online videos and complete the online assessment before each class period.  For others considering this course structure, it is important to allow adequate time for planning and development.  This semester was the third semester this approach was used, and it still has room for improvement. 

Costs/Resources Needed

The instructor recorded the class lectures in an on-campus studio using Mediasite®.  The videos, accompanying PowerPoint notes, and online assessments were hosted in BlackBoard, the learning management system.  The instructor used multiple grammar and writing textbooks to prepare the videos, assessments, and in-class activities.  Producing the content prior to the first implementation did require additional planning and preparation time for the instructor; however, the content is now developed and only needs to be occasionally updated.  Students need a computer with Internet access in order to watch the videos and take the assessments. 
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