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Experiential Learning for Freshman in Agriculture

Need for Innovation

[bookmark: _GoBack]	The College of Agriculture and Colorado State University (CSU) identified a need to connect new undergraduate students to experiential agricultural education with a focus on critical thinking of on agricultural systems.  Historically, freshman student experiences have centered on on-campus experiences with few hands-on experiences relevant to agricultural disciplines.  However, in the past three years the College has explored ways to take freshman students off-campus and to the research farm for more experiential learning opportunities.  This initiative culminated in the development of a new and innovative course which connected experiential learning about diverse agricultural production systems (e.g., field crops, ranching, green industry, intensive animal production, etc.) with critical thinking skill development about how these different systems connect.     

Program Phases

	The development of the Contemporary Agricultural Systems course happened in the following steps:
1. Develop an instructional team of experienced and passionate instructors to develop the course.  The final consisted of two lead institutors and an oversight committee that included four additional faculty members.
2. Conceptualize and design the course.  In this case, the course emerged from a pre-existing experiential agricultural course.  The intention was to include critical thinking elements on agricultural production systems and slightly alter the experiences of the pre-existing the course.   
3. Submit the course as an experimental course for approval by CSU curriculum committees.  This was completed in the semester before the course was offered.
4. Organize the experiential learning activities of the course with actual farms and ranches.  Some of the experiential learning initiatives were based on CSU programs while other experiences were in the local community.  This was completed before the start of the semester.      
5. Recruit student participants.  All incoming freshmen students with a major program of study in agriculture who also did not have a conflicting course scheduled during the scheduled time period (100 students total) received a personal invitation to participate in mid-summer. 
6. Fine tune assignments and class discussions to reflect the experiential learning activities and infuse critical thinking opportunities into class discussion.  This step happened before the class started and continued through the first half of the course as the instructors adapted the course to meet student needs.    
Results to Date
	
	The course was offered fall semester as an experimental offering to one section of 20 students.   All students self-selected into the course as a one credit elective.  It met once a week in a three-hour laboratory time block.  Each week students participated in a field experience related to a different aspect of the agriculture industry.  Students in the class represented all majors within the college.  Additionally, the weekly lab experiences were representative of the diversity of agriculture, food, and fiber production within the college and state.   

	Students were asked to complete a weekly reflection assignment at the end of each experience.  The reflection asked them to synthesize and analyze the week’s experience and discuss apply its relation to their daily educational and/or personal lives.  Additionally, at the conclusion of each of the “theme” weeks students were asked to complete a more in-depth reflection on how each of the experiences were interconnect within the theme
At the conclusion of the course students were asked to synthesize and analysis the course as whole in a series of discussions with instructors and classmates.  There was an overwhelming positive response from students about the course.  They indicated that in many regards the course helped them to have a better firsthand knowledge of the interworking and interconnectedness of the broad agriculture production system.  These outcomes have been identified as important in the literature (Edgar, Retallick, & Jones, 2016; Mazurkewicz, Harder, & Roberts, 2012; Perry, Paulsen, & Retallick, 2015; Roberts, 2006).  

Advice to Others and Future Plans

	The advice to others include that instructors spend time prior to the course lining up experiences which students actively can participate not just watch or have to listen to a tours.  Additionally, time needs to be built in for a debrief/analysis/discussion with the instructors before reflections are written by the students.  

Future offerings of this class at CSU will look different.  The intent is to scale the offering of this course up to accommodate approximately 300 freshman in the college.  Ten sections of 30 students each populated with a distribution of students reflective of the majors enrolled in the college.  In this model, in one week half of the sections (5) will spend their three-hour lab in an agricultural experience. Students in the other five sections will spend two hours in a freshman orientation class with students from their major.  At the conclusion of the two hour orientation those students will then meet with their interdisciplinary lab course and instructor to debrief/discuss the prior week’s experiential lab encounter.  In the next week, activities for each group of five sections reverses.  One course coordinator will be responsible for designing the lab experiences with local agriculture producers/business, college faculty experts related to the week’s themes, and course instructors.  Additionally, there will be one peer leader (an upperclassman from the college) within each section of 30 who will serve as a mentor for students and will help instructors facilitate discussions.

Costs and Resources Needed

	The costs associated with the course as currently taught were similar to offering any experience, field trip based lab course.  Transportation and instructors were the major costs associated with offering the course.  In addition, finding access to a variety of agriculture systems for field based experiences within a reasonable driving distance of campus was essential.  As the course is scaled up from one section as it was offered to the potential of all incoming freshman of the college other resources will be required.  
References

Edgar, D. W., Retallick, M. S, & Jones, D. (2016). Research priority 4: Meaningful, engaged learning in all environments. In Roberts, T. G., Harder, A., & Brashears, M. T. (Eds), American Association for Agricultural Education National Research Agenda: 2016-2020 (pp. 37-29). Gainesville, FL: Department of Agricultural Education and Communication.
Mazurkewicz, M., Harder, A., & Roberts, T. G. (2012). Evidence for experiential learning in undergraduate teaching farm courses. Journal of Agricultural Education, 53(1) 176–189. doi: 10.5032/jae.2012.01176

Perry, D.K., Paulsen, T., & Retallick, M.S. (2015). The impact of a capstone farm management course on critical thinking abilities. Journal of Agricultural Education, 56(2), 13-26. doi: 10.5032/jae.2015.02013 

Roberts, T. G. (2006). A philosophical examination of experiential learning theory for agricultural educators. Journal of Agricultural Education, 47(1), 17-29. doi: 10.5032/jae.2006.01017 

