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Integrating Teaching with Technology

Introduction/Need for Innovation

As new technology is being used in the daily lives of college students, campuses must discover new approaches to keep up with the demands of its learners.  George (2000) stated, “Technology can play a vital role in helping students meet higher standards and perform at increased levels by promoting alternative, innovative approaches to teaching and learning” (p. 57).  Many instructors are adapting instructional delivery to ensure course content fits students’ learning styles.  Alston and Warren (2007) specifically stated the importance of using more web-enhanced instruction and technology assignments in agricultural education courses to better prepare future agricultural leaders.  A new multimedia resource, the Burns Technology Center Studio 1080 (BTC Studio) at <University> allows students to use technologies to build digital exhibits via a collaborative web-based system.  This system helps students to develop communication and technology skills by using specialized software to create touch-screen exhibits featuring video, images, text, slide shows and animations (<state> University, 2009). This resource has been integrated into an agricultural communications course to educate students on how to apply communication skills into a digital storytelling and educational context. 

How it Works/Program Phases

The goal of the agricultural communications course was to utilize multimedia technologies to develop an educational capstone project.  Students created an online content module using an integration of technologies and presented it using the interactive, touch-screen system. This multimedia collaborative research project was 50% of the course grade.  The final exhibit had to effectively educate the audience in a chosen topic area of agriculture.  
Throughout the semester, students were required to complete a variety of assignments that developed communication skills and also directly related to their final project.  Assignments were focused on developing educational materials, communications skills, and technical competencies to be integrated into the exhibit.  Project assignments included: (1) Write a detailed proposal of your research project, (2) Create a storyboard for a multimedia exhibit, (3) Conduct an informative interview with professionals/experts on your research topic, (4) Create a photo portfolio for use in the exhibit, (5) Shoot and edit videos to create an inclusive two-minute video to be used in the exhibit, (5) Develop a comprehensive 24-screen educational, research-based exhibit using the web-based BTC Studio software, and (6) Present your BTC Studio exhibit to the class and public.

Each student group created a 24-screen digital exhibit based on primary and secondary research conducted during the semester.  The module also had to include at least two of the following components:  a map, graphics, music/audio clip, an interactive quiz, or a slideshow of pictures.  Course content focused on developing students’ basic competencies in the areas of public relations, technical writing, research skills, video production, photography, storyboarding, scriptwriting, and graphic design.  Assignments encouraged students to utilize various communication methods and techniques to build the exhibit.   

Results/Implications

The goal of the course was not only to engage students in learning a variety of technical skills, but also to provide them with the opportunity to use rich media technologies to showcase capstone projects.  Development of a research-based agricultural exhibit required students to conduct research, design educational content, utilize multimedia software, integrate technologies, and build digital exhibits. Use of this integrated teaching approach inspired students to apply agricultural communication skills, including written, oral, digital media, and research, in a new way.  The capstone project was graded on the professional quality of each media asset produced, as well as on the overall presentation and how well the module communicated and publicized the agricultural information.  Peers, the instructor, and BTC Studio directors evaluated the final module.  As a result, students learned how to integrate technologies to showcase communications work.  Students also gained networking contacts in the agricultural field and a better understanding of careers in agricultural communications from the research conducted. 

Students in two agricultural communications courses have created ten exhibits for the BTC Studio.  Example topics include, “Beef Production-Pasture to Plate”,  “Noxious Weeds of <state>”, “A Course about Horses”, “An Overview of Extension”, and “The History of Agriculture in <state>”.  A post-evaluation questionnaire revealed positive feedback.  Students reported that they learned to work with new software programs such as Photoshop, iMovie, iPhoto, Google Picasa, PowerPoint, a scrapbook program, Microsoft Paint, Microsoft Works, Windows Movie Maker, and Audacity.  Specific communication and technology skills learned included photo editing, interviewing, video production, audio recording, design principles, graphics creation, summarizing and organizing information, storyboarding, file conversions, and creative ways to communicate information.

Future Plans/Advice to Others

The agricultural communication class intends to continue this project with the BTC Studio. Other courses and universities alike should strive to incorporate unique and innovative multimedia technologies in order to meet student needs.  The U.S. Department of Education (2009) reported an increasing amount of evidence related to the beneficial opportunities of using technology to improve education.  Educators can easily integrate photography, videography, audio recording into standard writing assignments, giving students a more technologically creative approach to course work.  Instruction can be done formal or non-formal educational settings, which can reach out to community members and be used as a communication link between schools and communities.  A common software program, such as PowerPoint, could become interactive by adding a video clip with audio from Windows Movie Maker, challenging students to integrate technologies in a new way and create modern presentations.

Costs/Resources 

The Agricultural Education program was privileged to have innovative multimedia system like the BTC Studio to utilize as part of a course.  General access to computers and digital equipment with the right software can add a multimedia component to any course.  The equipment used in the course was digital cameras, video cameras, and audio recorders provided by the students or through the department.
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