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Graduates perspective on the impact of the integration of experiential learning in academic programs

Introduction/Theoretical Framework

Experiential learning, which is the process of making meaning from direct experience (Itin, 1999), has been recognized for its educational value in higher education (Smith, 2005).  It is often called “learning by doing” because students are involved in a range of skills and activities that require active observation and reflection.  Experiential learning can involve laboratory work, field trips, problem solving and an assortment of other highly engaging activities included in academic coursework (Roberts, 2006). 

Science With Practice (SWP) and AgPAQ are two examples of experiential-based courses at a Midwestern university.  AgPAQ is an upper division learning community where students concurrently enroll in a cluster of four courses (i.e., agronomic, agribusiness, and communication courses).  Small teams of students work with real clients and precision agriculture tools to address the client’s needs by preparing a complete crop and soil management plan.  SWP is an academic and work experience for undergraduate students who work closely with faculty and staff members on specific projects and/or work assignments.  The students set goals at the beginning of the experience, journal and reflect throughout the semester, and at the end of the experience 1) submit a final portfolio and final reflection of the experience and 2) make a professional poster presentation.  

While end of experience evaluations and anecdotal statements suggest these programs are impactful ways in which to educate students, it is important to determine the effectiveness and impact the programs have had on students who have graduated and either entered the workforce or graduate school.  Therefore, the purpose of this descriptive survey study was to explore the impact of participation on a Midwestern university's College of Agriculture and Life Sciences graduates who participated in one of the college's integrated, experiential learning programs, AgPAQ or SWP.

Methodology

The researchers modified the Summer Undergraduate Research Experiences (SURE) Survey (Taraban, & Blanton, 2008) and included other questions that had been used on previous end-of-the-year evaluations from the AgPAQ and SWP programs.  The instrument was reviewed for face and content validity.  Comments and feedback were incorporated into the instrument before approval from Institutional Review Board (IRB) was obtained.
All students who participated in AgPAQ and SWP and had graduated (N=123) were contacted by email and asked to participate in the study.  The participants were contacted a total of five times via email using Dillman’s (2007) conventions and SurveyMonkey (SurveyMonkey Corporation, 2009) was used for data collection.  A total of 62 graduates responded resulting in a response rate of 50.41%.
Results

Preliminary results of the study show 53.2% of the respondents had participated in AgPAQ and the remaining 46.8% of the respondents were in the SWP program.  Upon graduating, 53.2% of the respondents entered the workforce and 32.3% entered graduate school.  Of the 62 respondents that participated in the study, 83.4% of the respondents reported their experience had a significant impact in their career/advanced education and nearly all of the respondents (94.3%) said they would recommend this experience to others.

Participants were asked to what extent their skills and abilities improved as a result of their experience in SWP or AgPAQ.  Most of the respondents reported realizing at least some improvement in areas of communication (93.2%), research skills (91.5%), writing skills (91.5%), organization (89.8%), responsibility (88.1%), technical skills (88.1%), self-confidence (86.4%), time management (84.7%), and listening skills (84.7%).

Participants were asked the extent to which their experience influenced their view of the workplace or graduate school.  Many of the respondents stated the experience had some influence on their workplace or graduate school in regards to being better prepared for the workplace/graduate school (90.7%), influencing career/educational advancement (77.4%), and in helping to clarify career/educational goals (75.9%).

Conclusion/Recommendations

The preliminary results of this study suggest there was a positive impact on the Midwestern university's College of Agriculture and Life Science graduates who participated in one of these experiential learning programs.  As a result of their experience, participants have reported an improvement in skills and abilities that are utilized in the workplace.  The findings suggest the experience was influential in their career/graduate school preparation. Finally, because nearly all respondents recommended the programs to future students, it may be concluded that students prefer active, real-world, experientially-based academic programs and courses.

It is recommended that College of Agriculture and Life Sciences faculty and staff continue experiential learning programs, like AgPAQ and SWP, provided the courses are developed using experiential learning principles and the focus on skill development is maintained.  Other educational institutions should consider implementing experiential learning programs that combine academics, career development and real-world experiences because of the significant impact these programs have on skill development and the transition to either the workplace or graduate school.
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