Research


Identifying Graduate Students’ Areas of Concern

Courtney A. Meyers & Gaea A. Wimmer

Texas Tech University
Box 42131
Lubbock, TX 79409-2131
806-742-2816
gaea.wimmer@ttu.edu
courtney.meyers@ttu.edu



Identifying Graduate Students’ Areas of Concern

Introduction/Need for Research
The transition to graduate school can be very stressful for students, whether they are entering directly from an undergraduate program or from the workforce. Tokuno (2008) said the common belief that graduate students do not need additional support because they have already successfully completed an undergraduate program is incorrect. Providing assistance with the transition to graduate school may help improve the retention of graduate students and help them graduate on time. Ferrer deValero (2001) said an orientation course or seminars should be offered to help explain the intricacies of graduate school including paper writing and publishing, applying for grants, and learning how research is conducted.

 The National Research Agenda in Agricultural Education and Communications (Osborne, n.d.) addressed the need for additional research to improve the success of students enrolled in agricultural and life sciences programs. The purpose of this study was to identify graduate students common areas of concerns regarding various aspects of their graduate school experience. Once these topics are identified, additional opportunities can be provided to decrease anxiety and improve student performance.

Theoretical Framework
Self-efficacy is “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to produce given attainments” (Bandura, 1997, p.3). This concept is of particular importance to education because people with higher levels of self-efficacy perform better at whatever the task may be. Schunk (2001) said self-efficacy can influence behaviors such as persistence, skill acquisition, effort expenditure, and choice of tasks. 

Methodology
The population for this study included all graduate students on assistantship in the Agricultural Education & Communications Department at a southwest university. The researcher-developed survey instrument was distributed during a required orientation session before the Fall 2009 semester. The instrument had 41 questions that addressed a variety of tasks and/ or responsibilities graduate students often encounter during their time in graduate school. The instrument was divided into six sections: 1) Ins and Outs of Grad School, 2) Writing for an Academic Audience, 3) Locating and Reporting Research, 4) Presenting Research, 5) Evaluating Research, and 6) Computer Skills. Questions within each of these sections asked students to rank how confident they were performing certain tasks on a five-point Likert-type scale (1=not confident at all to 5=extremely confident). A panel of experts was used to establish face and content validity of the instrument. Post-hoc analysis using Cronbach’s alpha found the reliability of the individual constructs ranged from 0.77 to 0.98. Additional questions were asked to identify where assistance on the topics could be provided. Finally, several demographic questions were asked. Data were analyzed using SPSS 17.0 for Windows™.

Results/Findings
Of the 21 students who completed the instrument, 13 (61.9%) were master’s students while the remaining 8 (38.1%) were working on a doctoral degree. Only six students (28.6%) were in their first semester at the university and nine (42.9%) had already completed the introductory research methods class taught in the department. Table 1 provides the six topics that received the lowest mean confidence scores while the highest mean confidence scores are displayed in Table 2.

Table 1. Topics that received the lowest mean confidence scores 
	Topic
	N
	Mean
	SD

	Identify where your research fits in the National Research Agenda for 
      Agricultural Education and Communication
	21
	2.81
	1.40

	Use SPSS to analyze research data
	20
	2.90
	1.48

	Design a research poster
	20
	3.00
	1.34

	Effectively present a research paper at a research conference
	20
	3.05
	1.54

	Write a research poster narrative
	20
	3.10
	1.29

	Explain the procedure for the Institutional Review Board [University]
	20
	3.10
	1.55



Table 2. Topics that received the highest mean confidence scores
	Topic
	N
	Mean
	SD

	Use Microsoft Word to format tables
	20
	4.35
	0.75

	Develop a research presentation using Microsoft PowerPoint
	20
	4.35
	0.88

	Use Microsoft Word to format your writing (hanging indents, block 
     quotes, etc.)
	20
	4.35
	0.93

	Name professional associations you should join as a graduate student
	21
	4.24
	0.94

	Use the physical library to find supporting research
	21
	4.14
	1.15

	Use electronic databases to find supporting research
	21
	4.05
	1.16



The majority of students (n = 19, 90.5%) said they wanted additional training to address the mentioned topics. The most commonly preferred ways to receive additional training or support was in a specific course, such as a graduate seminar, (n = 13, 61.9%) followed by brown bag sessions (n = 9, 42.9%).

Conclusions
Students in this study indicated a number of areas where additional training or support is needed. The main concerns dealt with presenting research and the ins and outs of graduate school. Students were more confident in their ability to use computer programs such as Microsoft Word and PowerPoint. Students indicated that additional training or support should be provided in brown bag sessions and courses centered on a topic of interest (i.e. poster development and design).

Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession
As Tokuno (2008) said, graduate students need additional support to be successful and academic units should develop strategies to address areas of concern. Further research is needed with a larger sample of graduate students in agricultural education and communications to determine if the concerns identified in this study are shared with others. Additional professional development opportunities could then be developed at a local, regional or national level to address these concerns in order to help graduate students succeed in their graduate program. 
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