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Teaching Locally, Engaging Globally: Examining Faculty Pre-Trip Attitudes and Beliefs

Introduction/Need for Research
Institutions of higher education have continued to embrace the importance of producing graduates who are culturally literate and who demonstrate high capacity for solving problems within a global context (Brooks, Frick, & Bruening, 2006).  Globalization is often addressed through strategies such as globally-focused courses, study abroad opportunities, and travel courses, and while U.S. student participation in study abroad opportunities has more than tripled over the past two decades (Institute of International Education, 2009), these opportunities are accessed by a limited number of students (Dolby, 2005).  In order to provide students in agricultural and life science programs additional access to culturally-rich, yet contextually-relevant content, the multi-institutional Teaching Locally, Engaging Globally (TLEG) project was developed to teach faculty how to create reusable learning objects (RLOs) and authentic case studies that address multidisciplinary issues from a global viewpoint. 

Conceptual or Theoretical Framework
The design of the TLEG project is rooted in Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle.  The first phase of the project was designed to provide faculty experience and expertise necessary to create global content related to the USDA priority areas.  According to Kolb, learning is a “continuous process grounded in experience” (Kolb, 1984, p. 28).  Effective learning allows individuals to “involve themselves fully, openly, and without bias in new experiences.…reflect on and observe their experiences from many perspectives.…create concepts that integrate their observations into logically sound theories, and….use these theories to make decisions and solve problems” (Kolb, 1984, p. 30).  Therefore, Phase 1 of the TLEG project provided faculty with the opportunity to explore their discipline in the context of a global setting using the experiential learning process.

The experience stage of Kolb’s cycle asks learners to enter into the experience “fully, openly, and without bias” (Kolb, 1984, p. 30).  In order to attempt to provide awareness of potential biases that may exist prior to the cultural opportunity, faculty members were asked to participate in a preflection activity.  According to Jones and Bjelland (2004), preflection is “the process of being consciously aware of the expectations associated with a learning experience” (p. 963).  The preflection stage provides a new starting point to Kolb’s experiential cycle that begins not with the experience itself, but from a conscious assessment of pre-existing thoughts, attitudes, or biases which may impact the learning process. 

Methodology
The purpose of this study was to identify through a preflection activity the initial attitudes and beliefs that participants held prior to their visit to Latin America.  Participants in the study were members of the university cohort that traveled to Ecuador in August 2010.  Participants were asked to complete a questionnaire containing four open-ended questions, approximately three weeks prior to their trip departure.  Of interest to this study were the responses to the question that asked participants to identify their initial attitudes/beliefs about visiting Latin America.  Responses from the eight participants were analyzed using Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) adaptation of Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) constant comparative method.  Two of the researchers independently reviewed the data, identifying pertinent comments and persistent themes, and then worked together to identify those themes and supporting comments that were consistent.  Following this process, a member check (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) was conducted in order to confirm the accuracy of their quotes and appropriateness of the theme it was placed within.  No changes were necessary.

Results/Findings
[bookmark: _GoBack]Three main themes emerged from the analyses: social expectations, the physical environment, and influences on pre-trip attitudes.  It was common within all three themes for the participants to frame their responses with comparisons of Latin America and the U.S.  The theme of social expectations included participant responses, which identified various cultural expectations focused on general cultural ideas of religion, family, and overall diversity, as well as specific beliefs about the interpersonal characteristics and other generally-held beliefs about Latin American people.  Participants also identified a variety of Third World perceptions, such as the participant who said “Most Latin American countries would be considered Third World because of poverty.” 

The physical environment theme included participant responses that identified a variety of beliefs about the natural environment.  A response typical of this theme was “Latin America showcases the relationship between physical biodiversity and plant biodiversity.” Participant responses ranged from the rich biodiversity of the region to the management of natural resources. 

The influences on pre-trip attitudes theme diverged into the potential learning opportunities for faculty and various travel concerns.  Faculty were excited to “experience a new culture and learn about issues… in Latin America” but some were concerned that “most of what we eat will be unfamiliar” and that while “trying a lot of different foods…I may get sick.”  Responses within the potential learning opportunities included only positive perceptions, while travel concerns seemed to be mainly negative in nature. 

Conclusions
Participants seemed to have generally positive or neutral pre-existing beliefs and attitudes about Latin America.  However, these were tempered with a number of concerns regarding travel, transportation, and the perceived intrusiveness of the visit itself.  The tendency for participants to discuss the U.S. during their responses about Latin American suggests many of the attitudes and beliefs were influenced by either conscious or subconscious comparisons of the U.S. to the destination country.

Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession
Preflection provides the opportunity for participants to better position themselves to enter into a new experience “fully, openly, and without bias” (Kolb, 1984, p. 30).  The findings from this study indicate preflection is a needed step when planning travel abroad experiences for faculty, because they do hold both positive and negative biases that may influence their experience.  Universities planning faculty study abroad trips may find the inclusion of the preflection process to be a valuable addition to the experiential learning process.  Through preflection, faculty members will be better positioned to create resources for university classrooms that are culturally-rich, contextually-relevant, and not as limited by preconceptions that may exist.
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