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[s there a need for graduate studies in agricultural com-
munication? If so, what is the role of this education? Thizs
atudy asked opinion-leading professional practitioners and
academicians these gquestions. Both populations gave the
need’ and 'role’ variables positive ratings, Within the need
variable, professional proficiency was rated highly by hoth
populations. Training in research, teaching and technical
skills was rated higher by academicians. Within the role
variable, hoth populations gave moderately high ratings for
communication systems, communication skills, and human
relations education. Responses to open-ended gquestions
atrongly recommended thal graduate programs should be
flexible and tailored to each student.

Introduction

Twenty-six institutions in the
United States offer undergraduate
degrees combining ngriculture and
communication{ Heisner, 15530 and
aeven institutions offer master's
degrees, However, only one umi-
versity offers a master’s degroe spe-
cifically in agricultural jpurnalism.
This zame institution iz also the
only one offering o dortorate in the
field.

Gradueate truaning in agricul-
tural communication is indientod

by several points in the liternt ure,
First, o need for feculty trained in
agricultural commumication has
been identified by leaders. Agri-
cultural communication programs
primarily bhave recruited faculty
with backgrounds in agricultural
Mllual_iu:]. jl‘u]'l'l'i:’1|i.‘s|r'| ar r;lE'u'r
communication-related fields.
Howiesver, variationg in the theao-
rotical bases and many dilferences
in the specific priority of subject
matter exist between these fields
and agricultural communication.

Erisiimnm 1I-11ID1'l|:", an ACE member, s & graduaie student ol Chhis State University,
abundying am Use Department of Agriculiurad Edecation. She holds an naspcintoship in the
[vgpartment of Agricultaral Engineering. Curtis E. Pnulson, Assistant Profeesor andd
ACE membser, and R. Elt‘h}' Barrick, Profoampsr s Chair, are [H...-uhy moenbers i the
Department of Agricultura] Education. Porlivos of this study were preaented ot the 19592
Apricultural Communicntors in Edueation Conferanss i Waahingan, D,
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The differences could impair the
processoleducating students ifthe
original theoretical bases and pri-
orities are adhered to by feulty
trained in other disciplines (K,
Barrick, personal communication,
dume 19907,

In addition to the nesd for fe
ulty, agricultural communicators
haveidentified a need for research.
In order for the ficld to mature,
regearchis needed. Several poten-
tinl resesrch topics have been idin-
tified by members of the Agricul-
tural Communicators in Edwcation
[ACE] (Carney & Paulson, 19505,
The rescarch and faculty needs
might be fulfilled if graduate pro-
grams in agricultural communica-
tiom exigted, However, fow studies
have focused on whether gpraduate
programs are perceived to be
needed by academin or professional
practitioners in the field. In a re-
cent study, Wilson, Paulzon &
Henderson (1991) asked ACE
members, among other things, ifa
master's degree in agricultural
communication would be bene-
ficial. Wilson, Paulson, and Hen-
derzon found that a masters de-
gree was percetved as beneficial,
Complementary to their rescarch,
the study presented here focusos
on agricultural communication
graduate programs in gencral,

Purpose and Objectives

The purpsse of this study was
o cletermine the need for graduate
studies in agricultural commini-
cation, This study was designed o
fsews primarily on the need for and
role of graduate programs in agri-
cultural communication, The re-

search objectives of the study in-
cluded the following:

1y Drescribe the perceptions held
by academicians regarding (ad
the need for praduate programs
in agricultural communication,
and (b the role of such pro-
Erams,

2) Degeribe the pereeptions held
by opinion leaders among pro-
fessional practitioners regard.
ing (a) the need for gradunte
programs, and (b the rolbe of
such programs,

31 Examine differences between
the populations regarding thiir
perceptions of necd for and role
of graduate programs in agri-
cultural communication,

Definition of Terms

The first variable in this study
was the perceived need for gradu-
ate programs. The need for gradu-
ate studies in agricultural commu-
nication is identified by the need
for persong with the abilitics to
conduct research and teach and
demonstrate professional profi-
ciency and technical skills, Sev-
eral statements were written to
address four areas of interest:
teaching, rescarch, professional
proficiency and techmnical skills,
Items on Leaching and research
were based on work by Berelson
(1860% tems  related to profes-
sional proficiency, and technical
skills, such ns techniques and tech-
nology of journalism, were based
on findings of Amerson & Herbst
(1978).

The second variable was the
perceived role of graduate pro-
grams in agricultural communicn-
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tion. The role’ of & univeraity un=
dergraduatle program in agricul-
tural communication is to teach
studenta to diaseminate sgrieul-
taral information through media
to farm and non-farm audiences
(Evans & Bolick, 1982). Itema re-
Iated to ‘role’ focused on four gen-
eral areas of educational programa
related to advanced academic pro-
grame in agricultural eommunica-
tion (Kroups & Evans, 1976

1} Human relations education:
the preparation to under-
gtand and manage people in
a busginesa setling.

2} Communication systems;
education concerning how
idens are formed and trans-
ferred through agriculture.

3) SBubject matter: knowledge of
the fields of agricuture.

4) Communication skilla: abil-
ity to gather, organize, ana-
lyze, and disseminate infor-
mation.

The human relationg eduration
portion of the questionnaire focused
on personnel and financial man-
agement (Kroups & Evans, 1976),
and understanding of cross-cul-
tural barriers, global perepectives,
and ¢thics in agriculture and com-
runication (Heisner, 19905 Com-
munication aystems items ad-
dressed the role of communication
methods in the transfer of knowl-
edge (Kroupa & Ewvans, 1976).
Suhject matter education forused
on the role of studies of agriculture
in general or in apecific felds
(Kroupa & Evans, 1976; Duncan,
1857) Communication skills were
addressed through items related
to the gathering, organizing and

presenting of news and informa-
tion through broadcast, print and
eral presentations {Kroupa &
Evans, 1976; Larson & Hoiberg,
1987,

Methods

Populations. The Lurget popu-
lations for this study were acade-
micians and opinion leaders among
professional practitioners in apri-
cultural communication during
18891, The first accessible popula-
tien was academicians who sarved
as advisors for chapters of the Ag-
ricultural Communicators of To-
marrow [ACT], The second acces-
sible population was opinion lead-
era amaong profeasional practitio-
ners in e&griculturn] communics-
tion, This list wae developed by the
author and a panel of experts, com-
prised of members of the faculty
and staff at Ohio State University
in the Departments of Agricultural
Education, Agricultural Econom-
ies and Rural Sociology, and in the
Section of Information and Applied
Communication. Officers of eight
organizations representing profes-
sional agricultural communicators
were contacted and asked to nomi-
nmale persons they considered to be
opinion leaders in the feld. The
list of nominees was reviewed by
the panel of experts, and opinion
leaders were selected from this list,
Orpinion leaders were selected for
this study instead of using a ran-
dom sample of professional practi-
tigners bocause opinion leaders
represent a more information-rich
gouree (Patton, 19500,

Research Design. The study
WS dE"E‘I:TiFﬂ'iH'U in nature and wii-
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lized survey metheds, The study
wis conducted as a census of two
populations—opinion-leaders
among professional practitioners,
and academicians,

Instrumentation. The instre-
mont, developed by the author, was
a mailed questionnauire, The gues-
tionnaire utilized six-point, Likert-
type scales, which ranged from
I=Firmly Dizagree to 6=Firmly
Apree, A panel of experts, consist-
ing of faculty and staff members in
the Departments of Agricultural
Education and Agriculiural Eco-
nomics and Rural Sociology and
the Section of Information and
Applied Communication at Ohio
State University, established con-
tent and face validity of the instra-
ment. A pilot test of the instru-
ment with 20 purpesefully-selected
professional practitioners wasused
tocatablizh reliability, Cronbach’s
Alpha reliability coefficients were
B0 and 82 for items related to the
‘need” and ‘role’ variables, respec-
tively,

Data Collection, Data were
collected through a mail survey.
The instrument and a cover letter
were mailed to the populations in
July 1991, A separate card was
encloged for respondents to com-
plete and return to request copics
of the results. The first mailing
was followed five working days
later by a reminder posteard, Two
weeks after the first mailing, a
second complete packet was mailed,
followed in five days by telephone
calls and a final posgteard reminder
{Dillman, 1978). Of the 26 acade-
micians selected for the study, 24,
or 92.3%, returned questionnaires,

Of the 26 opinion-leading pro-
fezsional practitioners selected for
the study, 23 or B3.56% returned
gueationnaires. Data from late re-
gpondents were compared to data
from early respondents to control
for non-response error (Miller &
Smith, 19831 Respondents did not
differ significantly according to
results of a t-test for independent
means (p=05%

Data Analysis. Data collecied
in the stedy were analysed using
the personal computer version of
the Statistical Package for the So-
cial Sciences in the Depariment of
Agricultural Education at Ohio
State University, Summed scores
from the Likert-type secales worg
interpreted as interval data
(Adams, Fagot, & Hobinson, 1965),
Negatively worded items were
recoded prior to the analysis. Be-
cause the data were obtained
through censuses, descriptive sta-
tistics were used.

Summary of Findings

Six-point, Likert-type scales
were used for all items related to
need and role, The scales were
anchored by 1=Firmly Disagree and
EsFirmly Agree.

Academicians' Perceptions.
The mean seore for items relating
to the ‘need’ variable among acade-
micians was 4,69, 5.d.=0.44. Within
the variable of ‘need’, items that
wiere rated most positivily were
related to professional proficiency
and research. No items related to
need exhibited ratings lower than
3.0. Table 1 illustrates findings re-
lated Lo the ‘need’ variable.
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The ‘role’ variable had a mean of
4,84, 5.d.=0.32. Within this vari-
able, ibems with the most positive
ratings were related to communi-
cation systems, communicalion
skills and human relations educa-
tion, Again, no items garnered
negative ratings. Only one item
had a mean of less than 4.00 this
item related to specific agricultural
gubject matter, Meana for ‘role’
items are presented in Table 2,

DOpinign-Leading Profes-
sional Practitionsrs” Percep-
tions, The mean seore for items
relatied to the need variable for this
population waz 4.36, s.d.=0.51.
Within the variable of need, the
most positive ratings were given to
anitem related to professional pro-
ficiency. Although the lowest rat-
ings were given te itemns related (o
teaching and technical skills, no
iterms had mean scoree lower Lhan
Ak All mean scoves for items re-
lated to 'meed” are presented in
Table 1.

The role’ varisble had a mean of
4.87, s.d.=0,41, Within this vari-
ahle, the most positive ratings were
given to ilems related to human
relations educsiion, communic:
tivn systems, and communication
gkills. The lowest rated item re-
lated to specific agriculiural sub-
ject matter, although no items had
means lewer Lhan 3.0, Mean seores
for itema related to ‘role’ are pre-
sented in Table 2,

Examination of DNfferences
Between Population Types.
The populations of academicians
and opinion-leading professional
practitioners differed only slightly

in their responses. For the need
variable, the mean of responses by
academicians was higher than
opinion-leading professional prec-
titioners by only (.33 points on the
six-point acale, ltems related Lo
rescarch had higher mean scores
among academicians, while hoth
aeademicians and opinien-leading
practitioners rated highly theitems
rizlaled to professional proficieney,
Professional practitioners rated
ilems concerning tesching and
technical gkilla lower than peade-
miciane.

For the role variable, the mean
of responses by practitioners was
higher than academicians by anly
0,03 poiptz on the six-point scale.
Both academicians and practitio-
ners highly rated items concerning
communication systerms, ¢omme-
miention skills, and human rela-
tions education. Both academicians
andd practitioners had lowor mean
ratings on Ieme concerning spe-
cific agricultural subject matter,
FPractitioners alzo bad low. mean
ratings for ibems concerning com:
munication systeme,

Selected Demographics.
Twenty of the responding acade-
micians (83.9%) were male, and
four were female (16.7%)  The
mean pumber of years experience
in agricultural communicalion was
179, =d.=104. Of the academi-
ciang, 153 were tenured (62, 5%, four
were on tenure-track but not tens
wred (16. 7% and five were non-
tenure track (20.8%). The number
ofundergraduate students advised
by the sendemicians widely varied,
withamean of 27.8 undergraduate
gtudents, s.d.=26.58. The numbar
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Table 13 Mean Scores for All Ttems Reloted to Need for Graduate
Programa in Agricultural Communication.

Academicians (M=24) Practitioners (N=23)
Puowd
Inomna n X sd n X s.d,
Teaching ltems
Ag, Comm, programs shousd pegoanrg 24 425 107 o438 0.7a
sbodanis bo bench wedl,

Iengecwineg bepching skils b not important 24 446 114 23 493 1.01
b g graduats progaam in Ag. Comm.”

Teazhing skils should be amphasined 24 400 058 2 38D o83
EE i Gracuat profenTS B Ag, Comm

Resvarch Items
Traknkwg i rebiarch B &0 IMEoeuant pan 24 538 0852 &3 &&T (1154
of & fraduato program in Ag, Somen.

FAesaarch B nol mpodtand in o gradunto 24 542 003 23 A3 .87
progeam in &g Comm,*

Resayadich ahooid B aenahasized madd 4T L 23 403 os2
Adgy. Comem, graduala programa.
Professional Proficiency [lems
Girathaabe programs i Ag. Cofren. shiusd 2 513 10 23 504 1.30
impetnnd studenti’ Sl & profeitasnal jumalsls,

£kl ad profedseennl oumnalsls 23 49 1« *3 487 135
5 npoant in Gradualy progrieTs in Ag. Comm,

Mm‘qﬂuﬁ!ﬂ!‘ﬂﬂﬁﬁm 23 465 098 23 435 1.18
shauld B emphasized mon

i Grardizale PrOGIAMS.

Technical Skills ltems
Genduate programs in Ag. Coomm, hould 22 458 135 3 400 162

Achaincirg tochaical thalls, such aeompter 24 475 115 23 4.7 1.28
Blerncy, i impomand in 8 gracuate poogram in Ag, Comim,

Aghancing stucents” lochnical i, fuch as 24 493 111 &3 L83 .40
cedmputer Boracy ond slpcinons: publishing,
arald Be emohnsized liss in Ag. Comm, gradudti progrrms.

Eraleg B-pois LEST-Sypt sea'o Borm 1s Py Dissiroo 13 SsFummly Agres.
gt -wittd o necosed lod data analyss.
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Tabla & Menn Scores for All Ibems Related to Role of Graduste Programs in

Agrricultural Communication,
Academicians (N=24} Practitioners (N=23)
Rale
Items n X ad n b4 a.d.
Human Relations Education Items
g, Gomm, gracuabes with sdvanced degrees should be able 1o
B. managa persarnel 24 417 042 23 4. 52 k73
b, handie financial matters such a3 24 | 4pa 057 2y 448 {85
buogelng
. dal with sress-cunural bames, #4488 055 X3 44T 047
d. apprecials glebal parepacihas. 2 B13 0.5 &3 5.82 0/B0
&, anarciss aihics In agrcwibure, 2 554 0.68 b | 550 Xy
1. exorciee athics In communicalion. 24 571 058 2% 5T 042
Communication Systems Items
Ag. Comme gradusies with 2 6AD 074 23 58.57 0458
avancad degraes should undaerstand
e Encwledpe |5 fransterred
ihcdigh dierenl communicalion MalfaEs.
A, communicatans with 22 418 1.30 2z Ty 1.58
advanced degroes in genenal
oo ral understand 1hae role media
plays In the transier of knowledps.®
Hg, communicakars wih 22 418 1437 23 a1 1,34
advanced degress garsarally
do nol undemtand Fow Knonwiedps
is transharred though &0 muncaton methods.*
Subject Matter ltems
Ag. Comim. gradusles with 24 AmM 1.88 23 AT 146
ackeanond degress should have
in-dagth knowiedgs in same specilic
amas of agriculiure, such as sgfculural rmarkaing,
gainy Schence, farm managaméant ard enlomokigy
A, Comm, gratuales with 24 442 140 g4 ATR 1.13
advanced dogreas should have
ganaral knowisdge about many fislds
i apmicultura.
Communication Skills [tems
Ag. communicators with afvanced degrees should be able 1o
a. analyre infarmation. EL] 542 05D 23 S22 ber
b, Igically presant infarrmation. 24 542 DB 23 535 LUES
. find croatiag witys 1o 4 538 LS & 5.35 [LES
prasent infgrmaticn.
d. prasent infe. 1hnough 24 496 01 3 4.74 1M
orosdcas] meda
g. presant o, through prind media. 24 500 053 3 00 1.1
| . prasant . through 24 492 057 23 4.83 1.1
oial praseratian

Bealng: G-point Lisnrt-syps acn fram 1=Femiy Disagree (0 G=Firmiy Agree
“necralhoe b-vearded ilama neoosed lor dala arakss.
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of gradunte students advised was
lower with a mean of 1.7, s.d.=0.5.
One of the acadomicians held a
bachelors degree as the highest
academie degree obtained (4.2%],
while 10 held & muaster's degree
(41.7%:), and 13 held a doctorate
(64.2%0.,

Three of the responding opin-
ion-lending practitioners were fo-
male (13.0%) and 20 were male
(86.0% ), The mean number of vears
experience in agricultural commu-
nication was 289, 2.d.=11.0. The
mode for highest academic degree
received was bachelor's degree,
accounting for 10 of the practitic-
nera (47.5%). Six of the practitios
nere held a masters degree{25.3%),
and four held a doctorate (18.2% ),
Cme practitioner obtained a high-
gchool diploma (4.5%), and one re-
ceived nn aasectale’s degrea (4,05 ),

Svnthesis of Open-Ended Re-
sponses, The final item on the
questionnaire enéouraged respon-
dents tocomment on graduate pro-
grams in agriculiora] communica-
tivn., Four of the 24 responding
academicians commented on
graduate programs in agricultural
communication. Almost exclu-
sively, the comments focused on
the importance of lexibility within
the gradunte program. The degres
program should allew students to
fornas on areas of interest to them
and rourses that huwld wpon, but
not repeal, the students’ previous
education and experiences. Also,
the program shoeuld relate to cur-
rent tremds, such as methods of
targeting communication to nar-
row audiences. Other comments
ned that a program toward o

masters degree should concentrate
more on professional skill develop-
ment, wheress a doctoral program
should facus more on communica-
tHon theory, research and teaching,

Eleven of the 23 responding pro-
fessional practitioners wrote com-
ments concerning graduate pro-
grams. Agnin, lexibility of the pro-
gram was a concern, Anotherissue
was technical skills related to com-
munication, One respondent come-
mented on the value ol underatand-
ing broadcast media, However,
three respond enta emphasized that
knowledge of & specific mediom
and computer literacy should be
fodder for on-the-job training.
Writing skills, research ekills, and
understanding of agricultural
policy and economica were empha-
sized. Less emphasis on agricul-
ture was alao recommended . Tooad-
dition, one communicator ex-
plained that graduate programs in
agricultural cormunication would
maoat strongly benefit those who
wanl to teach, conduact research or
eommunicate in a scientific field.

Conclusions

The need for graduate studiesin
agricultural communication was
identified by the need for persons
with the abilities to conduet re-
gearch and teach, and demonstrate
professional proficiency and tech-
nical gkilla. In general, both acade-
micians and practitioners pereeive
o need for praduate programs in
agricultural commmunication. Aca-
demiciang strongly recommend
training and experience in re-
search, However, opinion-leading
practitioners do not perceive ro-
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gearch to be as strongly needed as
profezsional proficiency. Practitios
nersalso perecive training in teach-
ing and technical skills to be of
leszer importance.

The role of a graduate program
i% to cquip students with skills ob-
tained through education in hu-
man relations, agricultural subject
matter, communication skills and
communication systems. Both
groups perceive the role of pradua-
ate programs in agricultural com-
munication asimportant. The abili-
ties toanalyze information and logi-
cally and creatively present infor-
mationshould be fostered in gradu-
ate programs according to both
populations. The groups also per-
ceive as impertant the ability to
presentinformationin print media
and to understand the role of com-
munication systems in transfer-
ring knowledge.

lobal perspectives and cthics
in agriculture and communication
also are perceived by both groups
as important portions of & gradu-
ate program in agricultural com-
municalion. Hewever, both groups
perceive in-depth study of o spe-
cific field in apgriculture to be inap-
propriate for graduate programs.
Alzo, opinion-leading practitioners
perceive the study of the specific
role of media in the transfer of
knowledge to be of lesser impor-
tance,

Implications

The bindings of this study sup-
port previous work by several au-
thorz, Berelson (1960) wrote that
the purpoze of graduate programs

in general is to prepare stidents to
teach, conduct research and dem-
onstrate proficient professional
skills. This study supperts
Berelson, except forone arca where
practitioners perceived hittle necd
for teaching skills, Practitionors
may not perceive teaching as a
strong need because they are not
often in formal teaching settings,
The work of Amerson and Herbst
(1978) indicated that professional
proficiency and technical skills
were important in graduate pro-
grams in communication. This
study did not support technical
skills as an important part of o
graduate program, This finding
may be due {othe rapidly changing
technology available for comrmuni-
cafion, because as soon A8 a new
technology is learned, it may be
outdated, However, academicians
perceived a stronger need for tech-
nical skills, which may be due to
thi fact that they are leading stu-
dents and incorporating new techs
nologies inte their program arcas.

Similartothe findings by Larson
and Hoiberg (1987}, global perspec-
tives and ¢thics in communication
and agriculture were found to be
appropriate topics for graduate
programs in agricultural commu-
nication. These topics may be par-
ticularly important considering the
societal changes occurring in the
waorld, Also ethies in communica-
tion and in agriculture may be in-
creasingly prioritized due to tech-
nological advancements made in
these fields.

The findings of this study sup-
port some of the indings by Kroupa
and Evans (1976). Kroupa and

dournn] of Applicd Communications Val. 77, No, 1, 199324




Evansalso found knowledgeof spe-
cific fields inagriculture bo be rated
low, Communication skills were
ratéd as highly important in the
Kroupa and Evans study, ag were
communication systems, Howewver,
more importance was placed on
business skills, such as budgeting
and financial management skills
in the Kroupa and Evans study,

Recommendations

Graduate programs in agricul-
tural communication should be
developed, and should be flexible,
allowing students to talor their
programs toeach student's specific
needs, Programs should comple-
ment, nob duplicate, previous ex-
periences and education. Areas of
specific skill development should
be determined based on the
individual’s backgrownd,

The praduste program also
should depend on the student’s
expectations concerning working
environments. Students planning
careers in university teaching and
research should focus more on
teaching, research, technical skilla,
and commumication systoms re-
lated to the transfer of knowledge.
Heowever, students whodonot plan
on working in this environment
could forus more on other courses
and experionces in a graduate pro-
gram, Technical skills may be best
learned on-thejob, particularly for
students not planning to work in
university research and teaching
roles.

Study of a specilic [ield in agn-
culture should be a low priority in
graduate programs in agricultural

communication. Foratudenta with
little education and experience in
agriculture, study of specific fields
may be more important, particu-
larly il they are targeting a gpecific
agriculture industry.

Based on the findings of this
study, a focus on communication
skills and professional proficiency
is recommended for graduate pro-
grams. In addition, conecentration
on global perspectives and ethics
in agriculture and communication
18 needed,

Research Recommendations

Through this research a need
for graduate programs in agricul-
tural communication has been
identified. Rescarch should becon-
ducted to further delve into the
reee and role areas under the head-
ing of graduate programs in agri-
cultural communication. Future
research could refine the bench-
mark conclusions of this study,
particularly in determining how
great the need is for graduates of
advanced academic programs in
agricultural communication and
how many employment opportuni-
ties exist for these graduates. In
addition, further research should
focus on the expectations of and
need for graduates with master’s
degrees and graduates with doc-
toral degrecs,

A qualitative study with mem-
bersofthe populations used in this
study could provide valuable infor-
mation. In-depth interviews and
focus groups, as well asother meth-
ods, could triangulate findings and
eould be arranged at meetings of
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professional organizations repre-
genting agricultural communicns
tors. Following such a study, the
perceptions expreszed by respon-
dents could be quantified through
further research,
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