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Introduction/Need for Research
 “An issue facing teachers of agriculture in higher education is providing quality instruction that meets the learning needs of students” (Garton, Spain, Lamberson, & Spiers, 1999, p. 11).  To address this issue, educators choose instructional methods to meet the need of learners.  However, many teachers struggle with choosing the most effective methods for knowledge acquisition.  Rollins and Scalon (1991) discussed that “the educational community has devoted considerable effort to assessing the effectiveness of various instructional methods and teaching strategies.  Research on teaching effectiveness has been inconclusive in identifying a singular method of instruction [emphasis added] that works well with all individuals” (p.48).  

This challenge might be explained by the findings of Rosenshine and Furst (1971) who identified eleven teacher behaviors associated with student achievement.  “Of the eleven teacher behaviors, five were identified that provided the greatest opportunity to influence student achievement” (Garton, Miller, & Torres, 1992, p. 10).  As we seek to identify effective instructional methods, one teacher behavior that stands out is the use of a variety of methods and techniques.  

The purpose of this study was to examine students’ perceived value of instructional methods in contribution towards their understanding of and confidence in risk and crisis communication.  The following research objectives were used to address this purpose: 1) determine students’ perceived benefits and influence of different instructional methods used and 2) determine students’ perceived degree of confidence for completing tasks associated with risk and crisis communication.  This purpose aligns with the National Research Agenda for Agricultural Education and Communication (Osborne, n.d.) that has research priority areas for Agricultural Education in University and Postsecondary Settings which include “improving the success of students enrolled in agricultural and life sciences academic and technical programs” and “assessing the effectiveness of educational programs in agricultural and life sciences.”

Framework
The conceptual framework for this study is hinged on classroom teaching model developed by Mitzel (1960) and is expanded by the theoretical works of Dunkin and Biddle (1974).  The model contains four classes of variables: presage, context, process, and product.  When considering classroom interaction, the behaviors and strategies of the teacher lead to observable changes in the student behavior (process) and in turn, immediate student growth and long-term student effects (product).  This study revolves around these process and product variables as it focuses on the instructional methods of the teacher (process) and the understanding and confidence of students at the end of the course (product).

Methodology
The population for this quantitative study was graduate students enrolled in Risk & Crisis Communications in Agriculture and Natural Resources at [university] during the fall 2009 semester (N=17).  During the course, Students were taught using a variety of instructional methods, including: lecture/discussion, weekly journal entries, online case study discussions, in-class role play, and team-developed case studies. The study utilized a 76-item end-of-term questionnaire to examine the students’ perceived value of instructional methods in contribution towards their understanding of and confidence in risk and crisis communication.  Items were measured using Likert type scales and degree of confidence scale.  Reliability estimates for these scales produce Cronbach alpha scores ranging from .869-.987.

Results/Findings
Students’ perceived benefits of each instructional method were averaged and summed to determine which instructional method students thought was the most beneficial.  The two instructional methods that students found to be most beneficial were: team-developed case studies (Σ= 69.77) and lecture/discussion (Σ= 69.52).  Students were also asked to mark which instructional method they perceived as having the greatest influence on their abilities.  The results are as follows: 64.7% of students perceived lecture/discussion as having the greatest influence on their ability to understand and discuss crisis management and risk communication and 41.2% of students perceived team-developed case studies as having the greatest influence on their ability to increase their critical thinking skills as they relate to course content.  Finally, students were also asked to determine which instructional methods had the greatest influence on your self-confidence as a future crisis communicator and 47.1% perceived team-developed case studies as having the greatest influence.  Students were also asked to rate their degree of confidence in completing a variety of risk and crisis communication-related tasks.  The mean score of the students’ confidence to complete those items was 7.39 out of 10.

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
This study found students’ perceived lecture/discussion and team-developed case studies as the most beneficial instructional methods used.  These methods were also perceived as having the greatest influence on students’ abilities to understand and discuss crisis management and risk communication, as well as, increase their critical thinking skills as related to course content.  Although the largest number of students (47.1%) perceived the team-developed case study as having the greatest influence on their self-confidence, all five methods were identified by some students as having the greatest influence on their self-confidence as a future crisis communicator.  The results of this study showed that students did not identify one singular instructional method as being most beneficial and influential, but found a combination of instructional methods influenced their self-confidence.  Further study is encouraged to better understand the connection between instructional methods and students’ degree of confidence.  Additional studies should consider looking directly at students’ perception of the benefits and influence of specific combinations of instructional methods.
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