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SUMMARY. Attracting new students
into traditional agriculture programs
has become increasingly difficult.
Offering a survey course as a means
for introducing students to agricul-
ture is a concept with popular appeal.
As a recruiting effort, and as a
method of introducing students to
horticulture, the Environmental
Horticulture Department at the
University of Florida, Gainesville,
designed a one-credit course for
nonmajors. The course was structured
to provide a broad overview of
horticulture, emphasizing plant use to
enhance interior and exterior environ-
ments. The intent was to develop a
course somewhat similar to an entry-

level course for majors, but with each
lecture devoted to a single, self-
contained topic. When feasible,
hands-on activities were incorporated
within the classroom presentation.
The course ORH 1030–Plants,
Gardens, and You was offered for the
first time in Summer 1997. It is now
offered every semester. The course has
one faculty assigned each semester and
various other faculty members,
including teaching, research, and
extension specialists, participate as
guest lecturers. Methods to improve
the course are discussed by the faculty
presenters and the course coordinator
each term. Student response to ORH
1030 has been favorable, ratings are
high and enrollment in the course has
continued to rise from 30 to our
current cap of 100. As a means of
ensuring that we are meeting the
needs of our students and to aid in
targeting potential students, a survey
was administered in Spring 2000.
Students enrolled in the course were
surveyed at the beginning and the end
of the semester to gain insight into
student demographics, horticulture
background and experience, reasons
for enrollment in the class, and overall
interest in the course.

Attracting new students into
traditional agriculture pro
grams has become increasingly

difficult (Dalmasso, 1990, Dyer et al.,
1999;). In the new era of departmental
reductions, horticulture programs are
experiencing reduced student num-
bers (Barrett, 2000), despite growing
career opportunities for college gradu-
ates. Most university agricultural pro-
grams, especially environmental horti-
culture programs, do not have enough
graduating students to meet industry
demand (D.B. McConnell, personal
communication). Nonmajors may not
be attracted to agriculture courses be-

cause they have an image of agricul-
ture as an old-fashioned science and
may associate agriculture with pictures
of horse drawn plows (Handelsman,
1992; Kesler, 2000). Student surveys
show that an awareness of potential
career opportunities is necessary for
students to consider any agricultural
academic program area as a major
(Donnermeyer and Kerps, 1994).

Kesler (1997a) reported that the
overall rating for an animal science
course for nonmajors at University of
Illinois was very high (4.85 ± 0.06
with 5 = exceptionally high) when the
enrolled students were surveyed. In
their class, 86% of the students were
majors in the College of Liberal Arts
and Sciences, illustrating the impact
this type of course can have on
nonagriculture majors. Most of the
students (86%) in their class said they
would consider taking another animal
science course.

Some of the most controversial
issues in our society involve agricul-
ture (e.g., genetic engineering, envi-
ronmental pollution, pesticide use).
Generally, Americans have low levels
of awareness and inaccurate percep-
tions about agriculture and its impact
upon society and the environment
(Terry and Lawver, 1995). A course
designed for nonmajors emphasizing
the use of plants that students encoun-
ter on a daily basis could reduce mis-
conceptions about horticultural pro-
duction and improve agriculture lit-
eracy among people educated in cur-
riculums not associated with agricul-
ture or the sciences.

As a recruiting effort, and as a
method of introducing students to
horticulture, our department began
investigating the possibilities of offer-
ing a new course for nonmajors. Such
a course was envisioned to provide a
broad understanding of horticulture,
including floriculture, landscape man-
agement, nursery production, and
turfgrass science. The course would be
similar to an entry-level course for
nonmajors, but designed to empha-
size plants used to enhance exterior
and interior environments and to in-
corporate hands-on activities as part of
the lecture presentation. Additional
goals of this course were to introduce
students to current technology in a
nonthreatening manner and to stimu-
late their curiosity and excitement
within the field of horticulture. The
intent was to enhance the students’
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opinion of the horticulture discipline,
stimulate them to enroll in additional
horticulture courses, and consider en-
vironmental horticulture as a potential
career.

After considering the above stated
goals, the Environmental Horticul-
ture Department at the University of
Florida, Gainesville developed the sur-
vey course ORH 1030–Plants, Gar-
dens, and You for nonmajors. Each
lecture was self-contained, devoted to
a different area of horticulture, and
presented by a guest speaker with ex-
pertise in the topic covered. Students
were exposed to a variety of subjects
including arboriculture, biotechnol-
ogy, floral design, home lawn care,
how to select healthy landscape plants,
growing indoor plants, landscape de-
sign, and sports-turf. Previous reports
indicated that courses with a broad
range of appeal designed for nonma-
jors can attract students from all ranks
and colleges represented at an univer-
sity and increase enrollment in the
academic program emphasized by the
course (Dalmasso, 1990). Conse-
quently, the concept and format of this
course received broad support from all
faculty members in our department.

While the development of a new
course can be time consuming, we
found this course to be even more
challenging. This challenge could be
attributed to limited information avail-
able on methods for constructing a
survey course consisting of indepen-
dent self-contained topics and, when
feasible, incorporating hands–on ac-
tivities in a lecture hall. However, for
us, the importance of such a new cur-
riculum venture was undeniable. As
the course outline developed, the ad-
ditional challenge of existing teaching
loads became apparent. Since most
faculty already had full teaching loads,
and we wanted to give students a broad
overview of horticulture, it was de-
cided that one faculty member would
coordinate the class while various fac-
ulty members, including teaching, re-
search, and extension specialists, would
contribute guest lectures throughout
the semester. Further, it was recom-
mended that the person coordinating
the course vary from semester to se-
mester. This system worked—taking
the burden away from one professor
alone, while at the same time allowing
the expertise of departmental profes-
sors to be used to the fullest extent as
faculty volunteered for topics within

their expertise. The course coordina-
tor handled all scheduling for the speak-
ers, graded all student notebooks and
papers and assigned final grades. Addi-
tionally, the coordinator gave at least
one lecture, attended all class meet-
ings, introduced all speakers, and re-
corded attendance. Limited depart-
mental resources precluded the assign-
ment of any teaching assistants to the
course.

Courses must be marketed if one
is to achieve enrollment gains in a
university environment where many
courses compete for student enroll-
ment. The first time the course was
offered, personal letters were sent to
each entering freshman for that sum-
mer semester. Since the course’s in-
ception in 1997, it has been taught 12
times. The second and third time the
course was offered, flyers were posted
around campus in places where fresh-
men typically have classes. Since the
initial first few course offerings, stu-
dent awareness of this one credit course
on plant use has been maintained via
word of mouth.

Originally, ORH 1030 was only
offered during the summer and spring
semesters, but increased student de-
mand and interest has led to the course
being offered every semester. The 1-
credit class meets once a week for a 50-
min period during the regular semes-
ters and twice a week during the eight
week summer semester. In consider-
ation of speaker availability and sched-
ules, topics and dates vary slightly each
semester. A generalized list of topics
includes course introduction and over-
view, annuals and perennials,
arboriculture, bonsai, butterfly gar-
dens, the edible garden, floral design,
floriculture, flowering bulbs, genetic
engineering, interior plants, internet
resources, landscape design, plant pro-
duction, plant propagation, plant se-
lection, and turfgrass.

Initially, grades and grading poli-
cies were difficult to determine, as this
class had never been taught before.
Currently, the students are required to
create a course notebook that is an
accumulation of all their notes and the
class handouts. No exams are given
and the course grade is based primarily
on class attendance, the student’s note-
book, a short paper discussing a horti-
cultural topic of their choice, and short
reports on exercises started in class but
evaluated by the students at their resi-
dences. The educational process in

this course focuses on nonformal edu-
cation, imparts an awareness of the
multiplicity of ways that plants influ-
ence students’ lives and minimizes the
elements that often occupy formal
education. Kesler (1997b) designed a
course using a similar format for teach-
ing a nonmajors animal science course.
The absence of tests and other tradi-
tional psychological stressful criteria
to achieve an A made the course an
ideal balance compared to the aca-
demic requirements of most other
courses in a student’s schedule. Kesler
(1997b) required a final examination
(equally divided into take-home and
in-class sections), and a short oral re-
port in addition to weekly discussions
and a notebook. The emphasis was put
on discussion in class rather than on
note taking.

Overall, ORH 1030 has been
judged to be a success. Our depart-
ment plans to continue to offer this
course each semester. For other de-
partments and institutions interested
in pursuing a nonmajors survey course
or developing a new course with mul-
tiple instructors these suggestions may
help: 1) make the class interesting, 2)
survey the students to gain their per-
spective, and 3) provide for a course
wrap-up session where participating
instructors discuss methods to improve
the next semester’s class.

MAKE THE CLASS INTERESTING.
Part of the success of making this class
work is that word of mouth has and
continues to attract students to this
class. We knew that the format would
have to be interesting. The class is
designed for and directed to
nonhorticulture majors, thus, students
taking the class vary considerably. We
have students from all colleges includ-
ing accounting, agriculture, business,
education, engineering, fine arts, jour-
nalism, liberal arts, and natural re-
sources that take this course. Although
the course is an elective and meets no
other university requirement student
numbers have climbed each semester
the course was offered until our self-
imposed limit of 100 students was
reached. Obviously, word of mouth,
did promote student interest. The first
semester the course was offered, it had
30 students. The last time it was of-
fered, enrollment was at 101.

One aspect of developing an in-
teresting class is to incorporate hands-
on activities within the lecture presen-
tation. Throughout the semester, in-
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interactive learning. During each se-
mester, the topics discussed included
information of interest to any student
taking the course. A handout that sum-
marizes each speaker’s presentation is
prepared and distributed so students
can focus on the discussion and take
notes in a logical, organized manner.
Whether the student chooses horticul-
ture as a career or not, the information
presented in class will be useful for any
future gardening or plant care. In ad-
dition to hands-on activities, students
are provided various gardening plants
and related materials to take home. To
cover the additional expenses for these
supplemental materials, a $10 labora-
tory fee is accessed for this course. This
format provides the flexibility needed
to promote interest and involvement
by the students.

STUDENT SURVEY. In Spring
2000, the students taking the class
were surveyed to determine their opin-
ion, attitude, and knowledge at the
beginning of the course and on the last
day of class using the same survey. This
survey helped to collect information
about the students who chose to take
the class and their attitudes towards
the College of Agricultural and Life
Sciences, and horticulture sciences.
Specific items that were included in
the survey included: biographical in-
formation, student’s college, the
student’s first exposure to horticul-
ture, the reason for enrolling in the
class, and overall course satisfaction.

Males encompassed 42% and fe-
males 58% of the students enrolled in
the course (Table 1), while overall
University of Florida (UF) enrollment
is 51.5% male and 48.5% female (UF,
2000). Caucasian students were, by
far, the majority of students participat-
ing in the class. The largest percentage
of students was ages 20 to 22. One
faculty concern was the high number
of seniors enrolled in the class, 58%. If
this class is to serve as a recruiting tool,
the high percentage of seniors greatly
limits its effectiveness. At UF, seniors
are allowed to register first and the
class has a disproportionate number of
seniors. One thought is to limit enroll-
ment to freshmen and sophomores.

The information obtained from
students about their colleges indicates
that our population is varied (Table 2).
Students from Business Administra-
tion (23.2%) and Liberal Arts (34.7%)
were the two largest student groups.
These are also the two largest colleges

at UF; Liberal Arts comprises 27% and
Business Administration 13.8% of the
student population (UF, 2000). The
College of Agricultural and Life Sci-
ences was represented by 13.7% of the
students in our class although they
represent 8.0% of the UF student body.
These findings are encouraging as they
indicate we are reaching a broad spec-
trum of students within the university.

We also wanted to determine stu-
dents’ first exposure to horticulture.
Not surprisingly, most students (55%)
had experience with horticulture as a
child, before the age of 8 (Table 3).
However, this finding proved interest-
ing in that 20% of the students indi-
cated that they had not had exposure
prior to taking this course.

The decision to enroll in this
course provided useful information.
The largest group (45%) was students
interested in growing plants and learn-
ing more about gardening in general
(Table 4). An unrelated but strong
factor in students’ decision to enroll in
ORH 1030 was their need to find a
one-credit course (41%) to fulfill their
requirements for graduation.

We wanted to determine overall
course satisfaction by asking students
to respond on a Likert-type scale
(Likert, 1967), where 1 = lowest course
satisfaction and 5 = highest course
satisfaction. Findings indicated that

Table 4. Students participating in ORH
1030–Plants, Gardens, and You and
their decision to enroll in the course (N
= 95).

Decision Proportion of
to enroll students (%)z

Interested in growing plants 45.3
Needed a one-credit course 41
Friend taking the class 7.4
Heard the class was an easy A 6.3
zValid percent reported (rounding may yield totals
<100%).

Table 3. Students participating in ORH
1030–Plants, Gardens, and You and
their first exposure to horticulture (N
=95).

First Proportion of
exposure students (%)z

Before the age of 8 54.7
Between ages 9-16 17.9
After the age of 17 7.4
This course was first exposure 20
zValid percent reported (rounding may yield totals
<100%).

Table 2. Colleges represented by
students participating in ORH 1030–
Plants, Gardens, and You (N=95).

Colleges Proportion of
represented students (%)z

Accounting 3.2
Agriculture 13.7
Business 23.2
Education 1.1
Engineering 8.4
Fine Arts 2.1
Journalism 8.4
Liberal Arts 34.7
Natural Resources 2.1
Undecided 3.1
zValid percent reported (rounding may yield totals
<100%).

Table 1. Demographic information of
students participating in ORH 1030–
Plants, Gardens, and You (N = 95).

Demographic Proportion of
variable students (%)z

Gender
Male 41.9
Female 58.1

Age
17–19 20.4
20–22 74.2
23–25 4.3
≥26 1.1

Race
African American 5.4
Asian American 9.8
Caribbean 3.3
Caucasian 67.5
Hispanic 7.6
Other 6.4

Classification
Freshman 6.4
Sophomore 15.1
Junior 19.4
Senior 58.1

Grade point average
A 35.5
B 55.9
C 7.5
D 1.1

zValid percent reported (rounding may yield totals
<100%).

structors strive to make his or her
lecture period as interactive as pos-
sible. Examples include floral design;
students create floral arrangements
with instructor guidance, and the
micropropagation lecture where every
student in the class propagates their
own test-tube plant. Each of the guest
lecturers is encouraged to promote
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52% of the respondents rated the class
as a 5 (Table 5), with the mean re-
sponse of 4.40.

Surveying students can prove to
be a valuable tool. Determining more
information about our students helps
us better market the class and has
proven very worthwhile. When the
survey information was shared with
the presenting faculty in ORH 1030,
they modified their lectures to empha-
size cultural care and maintenance of
plants grown by most home owners
and distributed handouts that would
serve as references long after the stu-
dents had graduated.

COURSE WRAP-UP. Upon comple-
tion of the course, guest lecturers meet
and review what worked and what did
not. Suggestions are then implemented
to aid in course improvement. Changes
vary from more efficient ways to dis-
tribute class handouts to modifica-
tions of in class hands-on activities.
Any department interested in teaching
a survey class should include the wrap-
up. The input and comments will only
help strengthen the class.

At UF the survey course ORH
1030–Plants, Gardens, and You has
proven to be a welcome addition to
our departmental curriculum. In addi-
tion to the student credit hours that
the department gains, we are averag-
ing 1 to 2 new students each semester
who decide to pursue horticulture as a
major and 3 to 4 students who decide
to minor in horticulture. Most of these
students were not aware of career op-
portunities in environmental horticul-

Table 5. Students participating in ORH
1030–Plants, Gardens, and You and their
overall satisfaction with the course (N =
95; mean = 4.40); 1 = lowest, 5 =
highest.

Course Proportion of
satisfaction students (%)z

1 0.0
2 2.0
3 7.1
4 38.8
5 51.8
zValid percent reported (rounding may yield totals
<100%).

ture before they enrolled in ORH 1030.
As a recruiting tool, an undergraduate
course such as this one can serve as an
important, and timely method for in-
troducing students to horticulture.
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