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Implementing Service Learning into an Agricultural Communications Classroom 

University instructors constantly search for teaching methods that will enhance student learning, spark creativity, enhance critical thinking, hone technical skills, or provide a greater knowledge of the subject being taught.  The course researched for this case study was an agricultural communications capstone course that required students to work in teams to create an event plan and an integrated marketing plan for a community partner. For the semester being studied, the community partner was a local, non-profit agricultural organization. 
Numerous studies have touted the effectiveness of service learning in other disciplines (Brady, Lawver, Guay, & Pyle, 2005; Klein & Lawver, 2007; Robinson & Torres, 2007), but very little research has been published on the topic in agricultural communications.  The purpose of this study was to explore the effectiveness of an agricultural communications course that utilized service learning as its primary pedagogy. Two research questions guided this study:
1. Did students enrolled in an agricultural communications service learning course perceive an improvement in communications skills?
2. Did students feel a service-learning course prepared them for an agricultural communications career? 

Theoretical Framework
This research was guided by Kolb’s (1984) model of experiential learning, as service learning is a form of experiential learning.  Kolb’s model involves (1) concrete experiences, (2) reflection, (3) abstract conceptualization, and (4) active experimentation.  For the course being studied, students worked frequently with the partner, creating a concrete or “real world” experience.  The community partner spoke to the class about the organization and explained the need for a fundraising event.  Students were divided into teams to simulate a true, professional event planning and/or marketing agency.  Classroom instruction covered all facets of event planning and integrated marketing communications. 
To fulfill the reflection component of Kolb’s (1984) model, each student wrote three, two-page reflection essays.  Well-structured reflections link the service experience to the student and allow for feedback from the instructor so that students learn to improve their analysis and reflection (Hatcher & Bringle, 1997).  Reflections were guided by questions about learning to date, materials covered in the course, progress on the event or marketing plan, and thoughts about working with the client.  Students completed a final, three page reflective essay that was guided by questions that investigated their overall learning in the course, improved skills, social responsibility, and final opinions. 
To conceptualize the materials taught, the students created a comprehensive event and marketing plan that was presented to the community partner who selected a plan to implement.  Students were required to experiment with different budget and marketing components to create a plan that would require minimal expenditures but maximum fundraising.  Previous research shows that coursework in the community instills an understanding of real world issues, increases interpersonal communications skills, hones leadership skills, advances critical thinking, and sparks feelings of social responsibility within students (Arellano, 2010; Furco, 1996).
Methodology

This research employed case study methodology. A case is a bounded system, selected because it is intrinsically interesting and worthy of study (Smith, 1978). The bounded system for this research was one agricultural communications course at [University]. The study was also bound by one semester. The units of analysis were student reflection papers and the instructor’s journal. 
Reflections were e-mailed to the graduate assistant who assigned each student a pseudonym to protect anonymity; reflections were analyzed at the conclusion of the semester. The course instructor kept a journal of her experiences and posted entries bi-weekly. The researchers analyzed the student reflections, instructor journal, and observation notes then reduced and categorized data using NVivo 8.0. The students’ reflections, instructor’s journal, and graduate assistant’s observations were triangulated to achieve trustworthiness. 

Findings

The population for this study included 11 students (two males and nine females) who were enrolled in the class. Every student agreed to have his or her reflections submitted to research.  Overall, the students perceived an improvement in their communications skills as evidenced by Jane’s comment below:
JANE: I now know what it takes to plan an event and present it to the client. I also know, to a certain extent, how to write a plans book for the client and what is expected to be included. 

Kay’s comment indicates growth in creative thinking and problem solving, in addition, she notes the assignments helped prepare her for a communications career.
KAY: I have always had a hard time thinking outside of the box, and really coming up with 

different ideas that would be usable. This class is forcing me to come up with that creativity that I never had before. I believe that in whatever career I choose to be involved in, I will be better at my job because I will constantly be thinking about how I can make my message more effective.
Conclusions
The feedback collected from students had a positive tone throughout.  Students found value in a practical experience that made them think creatively and solve problems—two key skills for agricultural communications professionals.  Their communications skills were honed throughout the semester, and they were able to create materials that prepared them for careers in marketing, event planning, public relations, or advertising, and they were able to do so with a real client. 
Recommendations
Future research could further the understanding of the impact service learning has on student learning.  Research on best practices in service learning could also be useful to faculty who want to implement this pedagogy into an agricultural communications classroom.
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