When You Can’t do It All: Prioritizing Program offerings in Agricultural Communication
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Introduction/Need for Research
Agricultural communication (AGCOM) originated in the United States and continues to expand
nationally and internationally (Dyment et al., 2024; Parrella et al., 2021), making periodic
curriculum review essential. Research has emphasized core competencies, course offerings,
skills, and foundational theories in aligning curricula with student needs (Atkins et al., 2022;
Atkins et al., 2025; Leal, 2016; Lael et al., 2020; Morgan & Rucker, 2013), as well as
coursework that supports post-graduation success and industry-valued competencies (Akers,
2000; Cofelt & Smith, 2020; Lael et al., 2019). However, comprehensive reviews identifying
priority areas—especially under limited resources—are still lacking. Such reviews, particularly
when conducted by individuals familiar with coursework, are important for setting expectations,
improving learning (Doerfert & Miller, 2006; Ilkiw et al., 2017), and responding to rapid
technological change (Corder & Irlbeck, 2018; Lundy et al., 2022). The purpose of this study
was to prioritize areas for AGCOM curriculum development when resources are limited.

Conceptual framework
Previous work on the needs of AGCOM curricula has focused on areas of need from multiple
perspectives and then asked about the importance of each area individually. However, resources
are limited, and very few programs can make focused improvements across the curriculum or
start a new curriculum with all potential course offerings. Thus, the research group wanted
participants to prioritize curriculum needs against one another to establish a starting point. The
Q-sort activity was prefaced with the stance that all listed items were important, but for the
purposes of this study, researchers wanted participants to think about each item and consider if it
1s of minor importance, important, or critically important, keeping in mind that not all may be
possible, particularly if a program is just starting.

Methodology
Researchers explored AGCOM and related discipline literature to identify key items in AGCOM
curriculum and refined this to 33 curriculum areas to use as statements in the Q-sort process. The
current study is a foundational, pilot study with the goal of broader data collection after this
initial process. Researchers recruited original or senior faculty in AGCOM with experience in
developing and maintaining AGCOM curriculum to participate in this pilot. Twelve individuals
were selected to participate, and seven ultimately completed the Q-sort process. Q-sorts were
analyzed using a by-sorts by computing a by-person correlation matrix across 33 statements, and
a principal component analysis (PCA) was performed. The unrotated solution was used for
eigenvalues and scree inspection; two components were retained, and a varimax rotation was
applied to aid interpretation. Factor loading standard errors were estimated as 1/v/N(with N =

33), and loadings were considered significant at p < .01 if | A |[= 2.58/v33.

Results/findings



We retained two rotated factors to surface nuance, as our study’s goals were to pilot and refine.
The unrotated diagnostics indicate a dominant consensus component in Factor 1 (EV =4.05;
57.8%), and Factor 2 is considered an outlier view rather than a typology.

Factor 1: Global, Research-Forward Integration

Defined by six Q-sorts (all p <.01), Factor 1 strongly prioritizes engagement with global
organizations (S32), undergraduate research opportunities (S23), and a university-wide hub for
science communication (S33). It also supports international study abroad (S18), peer-to-peer
teaching (S16), and collaboration with policymakers (S25). Conversely, it downranks strong
writing skills (S6), visual media skills (S4), project-based assignments (S13), capstones (S21),
social media analytics (S7), and internships (S17). Together, these preferences frame a
perspective centered on global linkages and institutional infrastructure for science
communication, with less emphasis on individual skills or applied project modalities.

Factor 2: Campaigns, Ethics, and Co-curricular Engagement
Defined by one sort, treated as an individual viewpoint, Factor 2 favors student organization
involvement (S24), public awareness campaigns (S31), ethics in science communication (S10),
plus data visualization (S14), social media analytics (S7), and internships (S17). It downweighs
study abroad (S18), oral presentation (S5), reflective practice (S15), policy/economics (S3),
field-based learning (S19), and alumni/industry engagement (S28). This profile emphasizes
campaign-oriented, practice-forward cocurricular, and professional skillsets supported by ethical
frameworks. This profile emphasizes campaign-oriented, practice-forward cocurricular, and
professional skillsets supported by ethical frameworks.

Conclusions
Participants generally agreed on the prioritization of the 33 curriculum statements, with only a
few individual deviations. One professor at an 1862 land-grant institution with only a bachelor’s
program showed a unique positive loading, likely due to the narrower program scope compared
to peers with broader degree ladders. Another professor at a non-land-grant public institution
with minors through PhD/EdD offerings reflected significantly broader laddering. These
institutional contexts may influence differing prioritizations, integration with graduate or
professional outcomes, portfolio or capstone expectations, and partnerships.

Implications/Recommendations/ Impact on Profession
Caution is warranted when interpreting these pilot results due to the small sample size. Still,
strong consensus on Factor 1 may help guide priorities for new programs or for improving
efficiency in AGCOM curricula. Programs might emphasize engagement with global
organizations (Lamm et al., 2019), undergraduate research opportunities (Stripling & Roberts,
2013), and a university-wide science communication hub (Dudo, 2015), while de-emphasizing
strong writing skills (Besley & Tanner, 2011), visual communication, photography and
videography skills (Leal et al., 2012), and project-based assignments (Klein et al., 2019).
Researchers will refine the instrument based on pilot feedback and collect broader faculty data to
clarify how to prioritize resources in the AGCOM curriculum.
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