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A Qualitative Approach to Social Understanding in Agricultural Education

Introduction/Need for Research
	Cultural and social movements within the nation’s population are often replicated within secondary education (Woods, 2004). Yet, census research shows that the majority of teachers are Caucasian, middle-class females with limited cross-cultural interaction and understanding (Brown, 2004). Educational research shows that in order to better facilitate learning in these changing demographics, role models within the school setting should reflect the diversity within the student population (Warren & Alston, 2007). These cultural contrasts provide a basis for reform in pre-service training.
Agricultural education is also changing, both demographically and epistemologically. These changes are impacting student learning and intrapersonal development, creating a need for future agriculture educators to be more competent when dealing with diverse students (Warren & Alston, 2007). Immersive field experiences are needed to train future and current educators to relate to all student populations turning them into capable cross-cultural educators (Bell, 2000). This study focused on the processes associated with providing graduate students in agricultural education and extension with cross-cultural and sociocultural experiences through public immersion.

Theoretical Framework
	Appraisal theory provided the framework for this study. According to Scherer, Schorr, and Johnstone (2001) appraisal theory entails students being presented with a certain stimulus, the individual quickly appraises the stimulus and ties a positive or negative emotion to that stimulus based on prior experience and perception. Individuals in this context react differently to the same stimulus and thus create different emotions. Following the stimulus, individuals assess how the situation affects them personally and then identifies how they will cope with the situation (Scherer et al., 2001).
	This theory was deemed most appropriate as students within this study researched societal roles and identities; were immersed in a cultural experience while exhibiting the role (event); then recorded how they felt about the event (appraisal/emotions) in individual journals. In the journal they revealed their thoughts (good or bad) as well as how they reacted (coped) with the situation.

Research Methods/Methodology
	Qualitative case study was considered most appropriate for this study (Yin, 1985). The study included students in a graduate level Advanced Teaching Methods course (n = 8). Data collection included student journals reflecting the processes of selecting, researching, and enacting identities, and reflecting upon their experiences. Journals were collected then holistically and axial coded (Saldańa, 2009) resulting in thematic categories. The categories were member checked by participants for clarity and confirmation. 
	The method for implementation entailed a semester long effort. Students began the course by participating in reflective activities; operationally defining their individual identity and revealing imbedded biases. The course instructor then provided the catalyst, or treatment, for the immersion. The treatment included several steps; choosing an identity based off an alter-identity (formulated by opposing their true identity) and embedded biases, and developing the role through extensive research and individual interviews. The emersion experience, in this case a public forum, plunged students into their roles using suspension of disbelief; 1) we no longer perceive our bodies – the students become their alter-identities; 2) we no longer perceive our environment – the students are immersed into a foreign social atmosphere; 3) we no longer judge probability or reality-test – students base decisions off of their alter-identity; 4) we respond emotionally to the fiction as though it were real – students experience emotions as though they were happening to them, not their alter-identity (Holland, 2003). This immersive experience enhanced social differentiation as well as interpersonal and intrapersonal development. The conflicts encountered through this immersion were also developmental for the individuals’ social and emotional maturity.

Results/Findings
	Due to page requirements, the following results/findings have been summarized without the inclusion of participant quotes.
Emersion Themes in relation to Appraisal Theory
· Students encountered situations that were viewed as negative, feelings of discomfort and unease during the initial immersion experience. Students believed this was due to being viewed differently by society. However the experience itself was identified as being positive and developmental both intrapersonally and interpersonally. 
· Students’ perception and attitude changed, students exhibited empathy and understanding toward multicultural audiences as a result of the immersion experience.

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations/Impact on the Profession
Data showed that through the immersion, cultural understanding was enhanced and social empathy was created. Students had to become socially aware as they researched and altered their identity to blend with foreign cultures or subcultures. This also impacted their emotional growth as they had to identify their own emotions toward their new identity and social status, identify emotions felt when enacting their role, and explain their emotions in their reflections. 
Without establishing rationale and generating a need for cultural understanding, students may not take the experiences seriously (Brown, 2004). These experiences will be unfamiliar to most of the students and may not be viewed as necessary or relevant. Regardless, it is critical that pre-service agriculture teachers receive training in diversity that prepares them to go beyond knowledge and into application (Talbert & Edwin, 2008). 
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