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Integrating Research-Based Knowledge Objects into Academic Program Evaluation
Introduction/Need for Research
A graduate degree in higher education gives students a strong background rooted in research, teaching, theory, and practice with an emphasis on becoming leaders in their field of expertise. However, Graham noted “for more than a decade, employers have expressed a concern for the lack of graduates sufficiently trained to meet the challenges of a high-performance workplace” (p. 89). Academic departments must increase their accountability by assessing the competencies of their graduates to ensure they are prepared to transition into the workplace.
Conceptual or Theoretical Framework

Shinn, Briers, and Baker (2008) identified five categories of knowledge objects that a well-prepared agricultural education doctoral student should be competent in upon graduation: (a) planning and needs assessment, (b) research methods and tools, (c) scholarship and writing, (d) history, philosophy, and ethics, and (e) context, culture, and diversity. The purpose of this study was to use the knowledge objects identified by Shinn et al. to measure graduates’ self-perceptions of their learning upon completing a graduate degree in agricultural education.

Methodology
Graduate faculty at a Research I university developed a graduate student exit survey instrument as a part of on-going departmental efforts to provide a quality graduate program for students whose interests lie in the broad realm of agricultural education. Graduating students were invited to complete an online questionnaire hosted by Survey Monkey. The instrument contains five sections: research opportunities, academics, career guidance, departmental support and career expectations, and personal characteristics. The items in the academics section are the focus of this poster. Permission was granted to replicate and modify the knowledge objects for inclusion in the exit survey. Participants used a five-point scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 5 = Strongly Agree) to indicate their level of understanding for each item. Scale reliabilities ranged from α = .61 (context, culture, and diversity) to α = .94 (planning and needs assessments).
Results/Findings
Thirty (75.00%) graduate students completing degrees during the spring, summer, and fall 2008 and spring and summer 2009 semesters participated in the study. There were 6 doctoral candidates, 7 Master’s thesis students, 5 Master’s non-thesis students, and 12 distance-delivered Master’s (DDMS) students. Table 1 displays the means for the knowledge objects within each academic subsection. They have been presented by degree program to facilitate comparison across academic levels.
Table 1

Means for Academic Subsections by Degree Program
	Subsection
	Ph.D.
	MS Thesis
	MS Non-Thesis
	DDMS

	
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	M
	SD

	Planning and needs assessment
	3.61
	.68
	3.62
	.49
	3.27
	.43
	3.92
	.29

	Research methods and tools
	3.50
	.47
	3.54
	.63
	3.25
	.35
	3.72
	.38

	Scholarship and writing
	3.54
	.33
	3.68
	.35
	3.85
	.34
	3.71
	.44

	History, philosophy, and ethics
	3.53
	.41
	3.90
	.37
	3.83
	.29
	3.79
	.31

	Context, culture, and diversity
	3.61
	.44
	3.90
	.32
	4.00
	.00
	3.86
	.33


Note. Scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Not Applicable.
Conclusions

Students in every degree program tended to strongly agree they understood the knowledge objects within the scholarship and writing; history, philosophy, and ethics; and context, culture and diversity academic subsections. Students in every degree program except MS non-thesis tended to strongly agree they understood the knowledge objects in the planning and needs assessment, and research methods and tools academic subsections. MS non-thesis students tended to agree they understood the knowledge objects within those areas.
Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession
The study is limited by the small population. However, the findings indicated students perceived themselves to understand the knowledge objects identified by Shinn et al. (2008). The resulting implication is that the department’s graduate degree programs are providing the types of experiences necessary to help students construct knowledge in the academic subsections studied.
Agricultural education departments differ in their graduate degree programs. Some offer doctoral, Master’s, and distance programs, while others offer only Master’s or distance programs. While Shinn et al. (2008) identified knowledge objects for doctoral students, more research is needed to address the appropriateness of these objects for Master’s and distance students. Additional research should also examine the factors affecting perceived knowledge gained so that departments can focus on what is important.
Utilizing research-based knowledge objects to measure graduate students’ self-perceptions after they complete their degree will allow agricultural education departments to evaluate their graduate programs, identify weaknesses in the curriculum, make changes, and continually improve the graduate student experience. Doing so will help to ensure the provision of quality academic programs for current and future students. 
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