Innovative Idea Poster
Using Concept Maps to Better Understand the Discipline of Agricultural Education 



Michael S. Retallick
Iowa State University

206A Curtiss Hall
Ames, IA 50011

(515) 294-4810 (Voice)
msr@iastate.edu



POSTER PRESENTATION: 
Innovative Idea



Using Concept Maps to Better Understand the Discipline of Agricultural Education 

Introduction
A keystone of any agricultural education degree program is a foundation of agricultural education course where the discipline, including its history, philosophical premises, and knowledge bases, is introduced. One of the challenges of teaching such a course is gauging student’s understanding of the discipline at the start of the course and measuring the extent to which that understanding has evolved throughout the course.  Concept mapping was introduced into the course as a means to effectively incorporate the transfer of learning and metacognition while allowing students to realize their advancement along the novice to expert continuum (National Research Council, 2000).

Concept maps provide a means of visually representing the cognitive structure and interconnectedness of a discipline (Martin, 1994; Novak, 1991). Among the many advantages, Weideman and Kritzinger (2003) suggested that concept maps are helpful to challenge students’ ways of thinking, discover themes, explain conceptual relationships, and meet course outcomes. This constructivist approach to learning helps articulate an individual’s understanding and structure of knowledge (Daley, 2002).

How It Works
As the instructor of this graduate level, online-based foundations of agricultural education course, I set the stage for the utilization of the core adult learning principles espoused by Knowles, Horton, and Swanson (2005), via a written statement in syllabus that was entitled “Philosophical Approach to the Course.” The statement as written in the syllabus follows:
As the instructor of this graduate level course, I will take a social constructivist approach where I will serve as the facilitator of learning and the students will be responsible for their learning.  Although this is a historical and philosophical based course where we study the body of knowledge that proceeds us, the value of the course is in the ability of the learner to make meaning of this knowledge and use it as a context for understanding current policy, developing and understanding one’s own and others’ philosophical stance, and understanding agricultural education’s role in society.  The result of this approach and the course is the continued development of the student towards becoming an educated person who understands the foundation of his/her discipline, his/her role within the profession, and the means by which his/her research focus fits within agricultural education.  This approach will also allow students to tailor the course to meet their individual educational needs as learners.

The initial assignment was a Preliminary Concept Paper and Map of Agricultural Education. This assignment consists of 1) an introductory concept paper, which provided a definition of agricultural education and its role in society, and 2) a preliminary concept map that visually depicted agricultural education. The final exam for the course was a philosophical essay and concept map of agricultural education.  This assignment asked students to develop a comprehensive personal philosophy of agricultural education.  They were expected to use what was learned in class to justify their personal philosophical approach to agricultural education and design a comprehensive concept map which articulates the breadth and complexity of agricultural education.

When the assignments were given, students were provided an assignment sheet and a recording explaining the assignment, which were both posted within the WebCt course environment.  The assignment sheet explained the expectations of the assignment, offered guiding questions, provided details for assignment submission, and outlined the evaluation criteria for the assignment. 

Results/Implications
This approach positively impacted student learning. Often times students’ initial concept map focused on one or two settings, usually those in which they are involved, and not the broader context of agricultural education espoused by Williams (1991) or the National Research Agenda (Osborne, 2007).  However, by the end of the course, students were more reflective and were better able to articulate a broader understanding of the agricultural education discipline. As a result of this project, students were able to articulate the linkages and interrelationships of the discipline in a meaningful and personalized manner.
Students were required to internalize their understanding of the agricultural education discipline and then articulate that understanding using higher order skills like critical thinking, problem solving, and reasoning through metacognition. Students were able to build upon their existing knowledge within a context that was familiar to them and in a manner in which they were able to transfer their understanding of the discipline to future course work and real world experiences. 

Future Plans/Advice to others
Concept mapping is an effective way for students to better grasp their understanding of a complex and abstract entity like the discipline of agricultural education. This is only one example of how concept mapping might be effectively utilized within agricultural education.  Agricultural educators are encouraged to consider utilizing this teaching strategy at the undergraduate and graduate levels where appropriate. This strategy would also be appropriate for use in secondary agricultural education programs and should be shared with preservice teachers.
Those who plan to utilize concept mapping in their courses should be cognizant of the required teaching approach and the technological issues associated with the assignment.  A constructivist approach in which the educator facilitates learning and allows students to create their own meaning and understanding is essential. This approach requires learning for understanding, using pre-existing knowledge, and active learning as suggested by the National Research Council (2000). An issue, however, is that students can become consumed by the technological constraints (e.g., availability of appropriate software, technical skills required to develop the map, ability to imbed and/or upload such documents into WebCt).  Educators should encourage students to focus on the content of the map and not spend the majority of their time dealing with technological issues.  Sharing examples of ways in which to develop and submit the concept maps seemed to alleviate undue stress and improve the content of the maps.  Concept maps were submitted using commercial software, freeware, Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, and even photographs of maps that were sketched on poster board.
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