Research
Aligning the Educational Foci in a College of Agriculture: Gaining Student Feedback

M’Randa R. Sandlin 
Department of Tropical Plant & Soil Sciences
University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa
3190 Maile Way, St. John 102
Honolulu, HI  96822-2279
808-956-7232
msandlin@hawaii.edu


Kahaui Perez
Department of Tropical Plant & Soil Sciences
University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa
3190 Maile Way, St. John 102
Honolulu, HI  96822-2279
808-956-7232
[bookmark: _GoBack]perezk@ctahr.hawaii.edu

Aligning the Educational Foci in a College of Agriculture: Gaining Student Feedback

Introduction
	New educational approaches are constantly being introduced to increase student learning. Reform efforts have been made through curriculum creation and changes (Lambert, Velez, & Elliott, 2014; Warnick, Thompson, & Gummer, 2004), delivery methods (Sandlin, Murphrey, Lindner, & Dooley, 2013; Williams, Warner, Flowers, & Croom, 2014), educator professional development (Shoulders & Myers, 2014), and more. One notable addition to this list was student inclusion in the educational decision making process (Levin, 2000; Platz, 1994). Levin (2000) argued that “education reform cannot succeed and should not proceed without much more direct involvement of students in all its aspects” (p. 155). Historically, agricultural education fosters student engagement in the education process (Dyer & Osborne, 1996) and requires agriculture students to think and act on an interdisciplinary, system-level (Bawden, 1991).
	As part of the strategic planning process, administration and faculty in the College of Tropical Agriculture and Human Resources (CTAHR) developed four educational foci to describe the primary areas in which students are trained as life-long learners in CTAHR. These foci, in part, are meant to present programs in CTAHR in a broader, interdisciplinary format and attract potential students. To promote student involvement in the academic planning process, administration and faculty sought student opinions of the foci, gained student perceptions on how the foci can be used, and explored student-vetted titles for each focus.
Conceptual framework
	The framework for this study is the andragogical process model (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2011). This model allows for the instructor to plan/carry out needs assessments, implement, and evaluate in a collaborative effort with the learners. Specifically, this study is focused on the planning stage of the process model. This type of involvement creates motivation, ownership, and a more relevant experience for the learner (Knowles et al., 2011). This is supported by Priority 4-Meaningful, Engaged Learning in All Environments and Priority 5-Efficient Effective Agricultural Programs of the American Association for Agricultural Educator’s (AAAE) National Research Agenda (Doerfert, 2011). 
Methodology
	Data were collected according to focus group methods. Students were purposefully chosen (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) to represent the undergraduate population of CTAHR at the University of Hawai’i at Mānoa. Participants were enrolled as undergraduate, degree-seeking students in CTAHR and a junior or senior by academic hours. Nine students participated. No identifying information was collected; students were coded S1-9. Students were asked to read a draft of the foci descriptions before participating in the focus group to enhance conversation quality. A semi-structured interview protocol was created to guide the focus group conversation. The data were analyzed using the constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Trustworthiness was established through credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was established through triangulation; transferability was established through purposive sampling; and dependability and confirmability were established through the creation of an audit trail and reflexive journal (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Four themes emerged from the data: (a) Uses of educational foci, (b) accuracy of foci, (c) suggestions to improve the foci, and (d) foci titles.
Results
	Students found the foci to be “attractive” (S1) because current and potential students will know what to expect in their field of study (S1, S2, S3) and be able to make interdisciplinary connections (S1-S9). Student S1 indicated that each department is doing their part, but system-connections are not being made. Students believed there was interesting work going on within the college that they are not exposed to, which would be interesting and potentially beneficial to explore. Interdisciplinary exposure and experiential learning was mentioned by all students as critical components in their personal career success and for success as an industry. Students also indicated the foci could attract potential students, provide insight into educational pathways and careers, and would be a good way to learn “a little more about what they are getting into” (S2).
	All students were concerned with the accuracy of the foci descriptions. They felt some of the information is exaggerated and misrepresents what CTAHR is doing. For example, student S9 said, “I like what these statements are saying, but if someone was to look at courses they can take for sustainability or organic production, the reality is those aren’t available.” Additionally, students S2, S3, and S9 mentioned the inclusion of cultural terms and concepts into the descriptions. “Focus 3 mentions ‘ahupua’a’ and I have never heard anything related to our ahupua’a in the environmental stuff that I’ve done in CTAHR” (S2).
	Students were also asked to provide points of improvement. Students found the descriptions of the foci to be too academic. “A lot of these words <pointing to foci descriptions> are words that old professors come up with” (S6). Student S3 suggested each foci description begin with a concise summary statement that can be easily understood. The descriptions also needed to include buzz words to grab the attention of potential students, stakeholders, and general readers (S1, S6). “I like big, bold statements. ‘I go to CTAHR to train to become a superhero and save the world’” (S6).
	At the end of the discussion, students were asked to suggest titles for each of the foci that would be interesting to them and representative of what CTAHR does. The students presented a number of titles, and the faculty and administration agreed with and formally titled the educational foci as: Community Health and Resiliency, Food and Agricultural Systems, Environment and Ecosystem Management, and Global Markets and Innovative Design.
Conclusions and Recommendations
	In accordance with the andragogical process model (Knowles et al., 2011), this study sought learner input into the alignment of the CTAHR curriculum. Levin (2000) wrote that educational reform will not succeed without the involvement of the learners and, from the findings of this study, it can be concluded that the creation and use of these foci without student input may have resulted in negative or neutral response from the intended audiences. Although the students were supportive of the presented foci, they were concerned with the content and cultural accuracy of the foci descriptions, the academic language used, and the lack of passion and excitement that they feel about their disciplines. It can be concluded that, like educators (Lambert et al., 2014; Sandlin et al., 2013; Shoulders & Myers, 2014; Warnick et al., 2004; Williams et al., 2014), students are also looking for new and engaging learning environments. The students’ focus on interdisciplinary learning and experiential education reiterates the andragogical need for content relevance and learner input (Knowles et al., 2011). 
	It is recommended that educational programs seek input from former, current, and potential learners to create content and approaches that are meaningful, effective, and engaging to the target audiences (Knowles et al., 2011; Levin, 2000). These efforts will result in agricultural programs that are in alignment with Priorities 4 and 5 of the AAAE’s National Research Agenda (Doerfert, 2011).
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