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ABSTRACT

Forestry and agricultural education programs need to in-
crease their public communication and cross-disciplinary activ-
ities. In this article we present a technique, Cross-Disciplinary
Peer Education (CDPE), which allowed forestry students to
teach student peers from other disciplines about basic forestry
principles. Cross-Disciplinary Peer Education is an innovative
way to give natural resource and agriculture students (peer ed-
ucators) the opportunity to educate students from other disci-
plines (peer learners). In our exploration of CDPE we found (i)
peer learners gained exposure to different disciplines and per-
spectives of the world, and (ii) peer educators improved their
communication skills. The primary challenge of CDPE is the ad-
ditional time required by faculty instructors to prepare for the
CDPE experience.

ONE OF THE OFT-CITED WEAKNESSESin our current agricul-
ture and natural resource education programs is a lack of

instruction in communicating technical information to people
from other disciplines (Haney and Field, 1991; Egan, 1996;
Fisher, 1996; Michael and Dasmohapatra, 2001). Cross-Dis-
ciplinary Peer Education (CDPE) is a form of pedagogy that
offers one solution to this problem. Cross-disciplinary peer ed-
ucation is a combination of two teaching methods: peer edu-
cation and cross-disciplinary education. According to Shiner
(1999, p. 555), “peer education is primarily used to describe
the education of young people by young people.” The most
common illustration of peer education is found in the field of
health education on college campuses. Students are trained as
peer educators to help disseminate information about health
issues relevant to college students, such as responsible con-
sumption of alcohol and prevention of sexually transmitted
diseases. Cross-disciplinary education—sometimes referred
to as multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary education—is the
process of infusing a subject into various disciplines (Jacob-
son and Robinson, 1990). For example, a specific current
event, such as war, may be discussed in a forest products
class by examining the influence of rebuilding war-damaged
areas on the international plywood market, actively debated
in a political science class, and examined for potential new
markets in an agricultural economics course. Cross-discipli-
nary peer education is a pedagogical hybrid of peer education
and cross-disciplinary education through which a common

topic is presented to students in one discipline (peer learners)
by students from another discipline (peer educators). Cross-
disciplinary peer education can be utilized in any size class-
room and may combine an infinite variety of disciplines. Any
type of delivery method may be used, including lectures, field
study, or small group work.

A number of studies of the separate concepts of cross-dis-
ciplinary education (Jacobson and Robinson, 1990; Johnson
et al., 1991; Ewel, 2001) and peer education (Shiner, 1999;
Ender and Newton, 2000) have been conducted. However,
CDPE is not a common pedagogical research topic in agri-
culture and natural resources education. The objective of this
manuscript is to add to the literature by examining how the
benefits and challenges of cross-disciplinary education and
peer education currently found in the literature are reflected
in five real-life illustrations of CDPE in a university setting and
to evaluate the technique’s effectiveness as a teaching tool for
forestry students. The article begins with an overview of the
benefits and challenges of both cross-disciplinary and peer ed-
ucation found in the current literature, followed by a descrip-
tion of five illustrations of CDPE that were conducted at a
major southeastern university. Findings include a discussion
of the differences and similarities between the literature and
the illustrations and recommendations for successful imple-
mentation. The article concludes with a summary of the ben-
efits and challenges of CDPE.

Benefits of Cross Disciplinary and Peer Education

Cross-Disciplinary Education

Cross-disciplinary education provides an opportunity for
students and faculty to communicate with their peers from
other disciplines and to capitalize on diverse interests, train-
ing, and epistemologies. Jacobson and Robinson (1990) sug-
gest that common interests among disciplines can serve to
draw various programs together and serve as a catalyst for in-
creased interaction. For example, cross-disciplinary education
can be used to learn about new perspectives between the bio-
logical and social sciences, and to encourage people with dif-
ferent interests and talents to work together (Ewel, 2001).

A benefit of cross-disciplinary education is its ability to
break down stereotypes within the university student com-
munity. Cross-disciplinary education exposes students from
one discipline to students from another discipline and provides
a brief exposure to new subject matter. This exposure to new
people and ideas results in an input of excitement and energy
to the classroom because of the new experiences (Johnson et
al., 1991).

Cross-disciplinary education may also serve to reduce the
teaching load on individual faculty members and provide a
greater diversity of opinions and expertise for the students
(Field and Stapper, 1995). This is particularly the case in
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team-taught cross-disciplinary courses in which experts from
different disciplines are responsible for the collaborative teach-
ing of a single course (Kiefer et al., 1992). Students benefit
because they see the connections between different disci-
plines and this reduces the “pigeon-hole” effect of more tra-
ditional single-subject classes (Thompson and Kunkel, 2001).

Peer Education

Using peer educators in the modern university system is an
innovative approach to delivering course content to students.
Ender and Newton (2000, p. 6) explain that “the influence of
peer interactions is paramount during the late adolescent and
early adult years as one achieves greater independence from
the role of authority.” The peer learners, by having peers as
teachers, find themselves in a learning situation where there
is an element of equality. The possession of knowledge is a
result of hard work and study rather than age and experience.
Additionally, students’ social maturity increases when they are
required to participate as teachers and learners in a peer edu-
cation program (Coleman, 1974).

Miller et al. (2001) argue that this tool has the potential to
revitalize undergraduate education by capitalizing on an un-
derutilized renewable resource—students. Peer education can
showcase the broad range of experiences and perspectives stu-
dents bring into the classroom that are often overlooked by
more traditional pedagogies. This learning environment pro-
vides benefits for both peer educators and peer learners. 

The use of “peer-assisted learning” frees students from their
conventional, self-assigned role of passive learners and en-
courages self-motivated learning (Bruner, 1972). Research
and practice show that students who participate in learning-
related activities retain more information for a longer time
(Bean, 2001). However, higher education systems have yet to
fully adopt practices that encourage students to become in-
volved in their own education.

Students are selected to participate as peer educators be-
cause of their existing knowledge. As teachers, peer educators
need to be informed of their responsibility to communicate
knowledge effectively. In their handbook for peer educators,
Ender and Newton (2000, p. 3) explain this role and its re-
sulting responsibilities:

In your role as peer educator, we expect you will be as-
sisting others through educational activities that profes-
sionals around you would be performing if you were not
available. However, your appointment is not a stopgap or
cost-cutting measure—you are serving in this role because
you have the capacity to be as effective as your professional
counterparts—and in some cases more effective—at de-
livering some types of services while deriving benefits
from your own education.

The experience of being a peer educator is not to be taken ca-
sually; the faculty instructor of the class expects the peer ed-
ucator to convey the course material at a professional level.
The peer educator thus gains maturity from being responsi-
ble for other students’ education as well as a clearer sense of
the extent of their own knowledge. The peer educators expe-
rience an increased ownership of knowledge by educating stu-
dents from other disciplines. Often for the first time, peer ed-
ucators serve as experts in their own disciplines. Students
may realize that they have attained skills and knowledge re-

lated to their major that separate them from the general pub-
lic.

Mann (2002, p. 8) incorporated a peer education project in
the Department of Biosystems Engineering at the University
of Manitoba and reports the “most important benefit we ob-
serve is the development of students’ oral communication
skills.” Good oral communication is essential in the profes-
sional world. According to a study conducted by the National
Association of Colleges and Employers (2003), which ranked
personal qualities that employers seek, communication skills
was ranked number one; within the discipline of forestry com-
munication skills are cited as a requirement for new employ-
ees (Frost, 2001). Yet many corporations and industries report
a lack of communication skills among recent college gradu-
ates (Sample et al., 1999).

There are also benefits specific to CDPE that reflect more
personal development on the part of the peer educators. Meet-
ing peers from other disciplines means peer educators are ex-
posed to different viewpoints, prejudices, cultures, and per-
sonalities. The peer educators must think about what they say,
how they say it, how they behave, and how they react in front
of the peer learners. The peer educators must also have em-
pathy for students who are new to a discipline or topic. As
Ender and Newton (2000, p. 1) explain, this experience is a
chance to “make positive and in some cases significant dif-
ferences in the lives of other students.” If peer educators are
made aware of the importance of the experience to peer learn-
ers, they will take the experience more seriously and behave
more like technical experts. In addition, peer educators gain
self-confidence through their experiences in the classroom
(Badura et al., 2000).

One of the well-documented benefits of using peer educa-
tors stems from the age similarity between educators and
learners. With peer education, students may be more likely to
ask questions after a presentation or lecture because they do
not feel as intimidated as they might by a faculty instructor.
According to Whitman (1988), peer education improves stu-
dent learning because students feel more comfortable admit-
ting to a peer that they do not understand the material. Peer
learners are more willing to ask questions and speak up when
something is not clear (Whitman, 1988). This does not reflect
disrespect toward the peer educator; rather, it is a sign that peer
learners feel at ease in the learning environment and do not fear
exposing their lack of knowledge. An added bonus to peer ed-
ucation is the opportunity for more creative brainstorming be-
cause students feel freer to express their opinions (Hogan et
al., 2000).

Another benefit of peer education is improved student out-
comes. Grossman (as cited in Nelson, 1994) states that exam
grades for students from discussion sections led by advanced
undergraduates were higher than those for students from sec-
tions led by faculty. Nelson (1994, p. 51) suggests that the rea-
son for higher exam scores is “that advanced undergraduates
had clearer recollections than faculty of the challenges in
learning the discourse peculiar to the discipline.”

Challenges of Cross-Disciplinary and Peer Education

Challenges of Cross-Disciplinary Education

Cross-disciplinary education programs can be challenging
for both faculty and students. Breakdowns in communication,
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trust, and respect among participants can occur. Satin (1987,
p. 64) identifies honesty and respect as essential before “dis-
ciplines can communicate their values, knowledge, and skills,
and learn those of other disciplines.” However, in three of the
four interdisciplinary programs that Satin (1987) describes,
failure was due, in part, to a lack of honesty, respect, and trust
among members and disciplines.

Cross-disciplinary efforts require the cooperation of a num-
ber of programs and departments. Mutual interests of univer-
sity teaching faculty must converge to make cross-disciplinary
programs viable (Jacobson and Robinson, 1990). The organ-
ization and implementation of cross-disciplinary courses also
make additional demands on faculty in terms of personal
commitment (Pirrie et al., 1999). This challenge is exacerbated
if the faculty member is working at an institution with satel-
lite campuses. According to Treants and Derr (1981, p. 101),
“setting up and supervising the field component for the first
time was very time consuming for the course coordinator.” The
course coordinator may also be challenged to recruit a mix of
students while retaining a level of comfort or feeling of equal-
ity among peer learners and peer educators (Nichols, 1981).

The evaluation of a cross-disciplinary course can pose dif-
ficulties for faculty that are not encountered with a single-dis-
cipline course (Bridgewater and McDonald, 1983). Faculty
and peer educators are challenged to develop an evaluation in-
strument that truly reflects the goals and objectives of the
course(s). Faculty cannot rely on standard evaluation forms
often used by universities to determine teaching effectiveness.
The evaluative method used should bring the views of the peer
educators and peer learners together to provide a vehicle for
program development or redesign (Bridgewater and McDon-
ald, 1983).

Challenges of Peer Education

The pedagogical method of peer education is not without
its drawbacks. The term itself has been criticized for being
somewhat ambiguous (Shiner, 1999). Goldschmid and Gold-
schmid (1976) found five different types of peer teaching: dis-
cussion groups, peers as proctors, student learning groups,
learning cells, and student counselors. Discussion groups are
seminars led by teaching assistants who are used in large
classes to provide an opportunity for small-group discussion.
Peers as proctors involve undergraduate student teachers who
have taken the course previously assisting with aspects of the
class instruction. Student learning groups are self-directed, in-
dependent groups that often function without an assigned “in-
structor” student. Learning cells are pairs of students who al-
ternate between the role of asking and answering questions.
Student counseling involves an upper-class student who is as-
signed to a group of first-year students to help them adjust to
their new environment and classes. It is difficult to reach com-
mon conclusions or even to develop a solid research frame-
work around a term so diverse. Counseling-oriented peer ed-
ucation may be more accurately described as a peer program
whereby students are taught methods of resistance to peer pres-
sure. The methodological and epistemological issues are very
different for peer programs than for peer education, because
in peer programs the peer educators are trained to deal with
emotional and social issues and their primary role is to teach
the peer learners techniques to cope with peer pressure and so-

cial pressure. Peer education, in contrast, requires the peer ed-
ucators to teach technical subject matter to the learners.

The issue of ownership is also a potential challenge with
peer education (Shiner, 1999). Often what is defined as peer
education may be delivered by peers but is actually developed
by nonpeers (e.g., instructors and professors). A peer educa-
tor may be presenting materials to her or his peers, but is doing
so at the directive of a nonpeer instructor. Without a sense of
ownership of the material, the presentation may lack excite-
ment and involvement on the part of the peer educator, which
in turn is reflected in the student participation and involvement
of the peer learners. To encourage ownership of a peer edu-
cation experience, steps must be taken by the supervising in-
structor to empower and involve the peer educator as much as
possible throughout the process.

Another challenge of peer education involves the teaching
skill level on the part of the peer educator. Often this is their
first opportunity to act as an educator and leader in a classroom
setting, which can be intimidating. Again, instructors must
work with peer educators to help them acquire and develop the
appropriate skills for the classroom (Shiner, 1999).

Related to teaching skill among peer educators is the issue
of facilitation vs. “doing all the work” (Wagner, 1982, p. 22)
for peer learners. American education has a deeply ingrained
system of active teacher–passive learner, and it is easy for in-
experienced peer educators to feel overworked and exploited
in their peer education experience (Wagner, 1982).

A final potential challenge also related to the active
teacher–passive learner paradigm involves the common mis-
conception that instructors and teachers who utilize peer ed-
ucators are somehow shirking their responsibilities, asking a
student to lead discussion or present an issue so that the in-
structor does not have to prepare for class. While this as-
sumption holds little merit given the effort necessary for plan-
ning and developing peer education, it is still pervasive (Wag-
ner, 1982).

Application of Cross-Disciplinary Peer Education:
Five Illustrations

Illustration 1: Graduate Forestry and Undergraduate
Literature Classes

Graduate students in Advanced Forest Ecology gave 10-
minute presentations on their research to undergraduates en-
rolled in Literature and Ecology (Illustration 1 in Table 1). The
objective for the peer educators was to learn how to present
technical research to a general audience, a skill necessary for
successful scientists. The objective for the peer learners was
to be exposed to current forestry research. Twenty-five peer
learners participated in the activity.

The peer educators prepared PowerPoint presentations and
practiced with the faculty instructors from both courses to con-
firm that the language and technical level of their presentations
were appropriate for a lay audience and scientifically accurate.
Although the peer educators were instructed to present in a sci-
entific style, one student chose to include political commen-
tary and emotionally charged photographs in his hypothesis
rather than presenting formal data in support of his hypothe-
sis. This created an unplanned comparison of technical vs.
emotional presentations of scientific information.
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The peer educators were graded on their presentations and
participated in a discussion session to identify techniques for
successfully communicating scientific information to a gen-
eral audience. A majority of the peer educators felt their pre-
sentations had “failed” to reach the peer learners because
some of the peer learners had fallen asleep during their pre-
sentations. All peer educators agreed that the peer learners re-
sponded with greater attention and interest to the peer educa-
tor who included an emotional appeal as part of his presenta-
tion. Because this was our first CDPE exercise, we concen-
trated the evaluation of the exercise on the peer educators
rather than the peer learners; therefore, the peer learners were
not evaluated on their participation in this exercise.

Illustration 2: Undergraduate Forestry and
Literature Classes

Undergraduates enrolled in Forest Ecology and Silvics
who had selected a grading option that included a CDPE ex-
ercise led an educational tour about vegetation through fields
and forests along a section of the Appalachian Trail for un-
dergraduates from Literature and Ecology (Illustration 2 in
Table 1). The objective for the peer educators was to review
the topic of vegetation distribution (the peer educators had al-
ready read a section of their textbook, listened to a lecture, and
participated in a lab exercise in forest ecology and silvics) and
gain experience in interpreting the natural world for peers from
a nonscientific background. The objective for the peer learn-
ers was to participate in a learning experience outdoors rather
than in the classroom and to witness the natural world they had
been reading about in class. Four peer learners participated in
this activity.

The peer educators prepared by taking a practice walk
with their faculty instructor and reviewing the topics and in-
formation to be presented. The peer educators discussed and
showed the different vegetation changes from an abandoned
agricultural field to a mature forest. They also looked at a clear-
cut area and discussed how old-field vegetation differs from
vegetation that grows following a clear cut. The walk was
scheduled for 2 hours on a Saturday afternoon. The peer ed-
ucators reserved a Forestry Department vehicle and drove the
peer learners to the teaching site, about 30 minutes from cam-
pus.

The peer educators were graded on the content of their
presentation and their ability to communicate in an outdoor
setting to an audience that was more accustomed to learning
in a classroom. One unexpected controversy arose concern-

ing a student’s perception of nature. The peer educators viewed
nature (especially forests) as a source of renewable resources,
but the peer learner viewed nature as a source of artistic and
literary inspiration. A fairly heated discussion ensued be-
tween the peer educators and the peer learner that eventually
had to be resolved by the intervention of the faculty instruc-
tor. The peer learners were required to write a 2- to 3-page re-
sponse essay about their experiences. The Literature and Ecol-
ogy faculty instructor graded these essays for style and con-
tent. Copies of the essays were shown to the peer educators
as a source of feedback on the efficacy of their presentation.

Illustration 3: Undergraduate Forestry Student and
Agricultural Technology Honors Class

In this exercise, we were primarily interested in gathering
additional information about the impact of CDPE on the peer
learners (Illustration 3 in Table 1). The peer educator was a
volunteer rather than a student completing a class assign-
ment; therefore, he was not graded on his presentation. The
peer educator, a senior forestry major, drew from his cooper-
ative work experience with International Paper and from ma-
terial learned in forestry classes to prepare a 50-minute Pow-
erPoint presentation aimed at educating agriculture students
about the forest industry. The agriculture class was fairly
small, seven peer learners, which allowed the peer learners to
ask questions at the end of the formal presentation. The peer
educator prepared for his presentation independently of the
faculty instructor because he had sufficient presentation ex-
perience. The agriculture faculty instructor created a series of
questions for the peer learners to answer after the presentation.
The questions included:

• Summarize any new information you learned from the
forestry presentation.

• Do you see any benefits to having peer vs. faculty presen-
ters?

• What is/are the negative aspect(s) to having a peer vs. a fac-
ulty member teach?

Overall, the feedback received from the peer learners was
positive. For example, one student commented that “presen-
tations that are made by peers seem to be a little better because
the peer is close to our age.” Another student wrote, “the
main benefit of a peer versus a faculty member is looking at
the topic in a different perspective. The teacher may be more
knowledgeable of the subject, however, the student may pres-
ent the subject better to the class based on his/her personal ex-

Table 1. Five illustrations of cross-disciplinary peer education projects.

Peer learners were from courses in: 
Date Peer educators were: (no. of peer learners)† Location of the project Type of presentation

Illustration 1
Spring 2001 graduate students in advanced forest ecology literature and ecology (25) classroom 10-minute presentation

Illustration 2
Fall 2001 undergraduates in forest ecology and silvics literature and ecology (4) Appalachian Trail nature walk

Illustration 3
Fall 2002 a senior forestry major with work experience agricultural technology, honors (7) classroom 50-minute PowerPoint presentation

Illustration 4
Fall 2002 undergraduates in forest ecology and silvics literature and ecology, 2nd year (16) Appalachian Trail nature walk

Illustration 5
Fall 2003 graduate student in forestry mathematics in agriculture (71) classroom interactive lecture

† All peer learners were undergraduates.
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perience.” Finally, two of the peer learners agreed that although
peer educators may be able to relate easily to students, “a fac-
ulty member will have a broader perspective and will give a
more advanced and deeper understanding to the class.”

Illustration 4: Undergraduate Forestry and
Literature Classes—Year 2

In this exercise, we wanted to reuse the CDPE exercise de-
scribed in Illustration 2. During the first use of this exercise,
a conflict had arisen between the peer educators and a peer
learner about clear cutting; therefore, the faculty instructor in-
cluded training for the peer educators on how to deal with con-
troversial topics. Peer educators from the Forest Ecology and
Silvics class prepared a 2-hour nature walk for peer learners
from the Literature and Ecology class (Illustration 4 in Table
1). The objectives for the peer educators were to learn about
the impacts of agriculture and forestry on the environment and
practice presenting controversial information to a nonspe-
cialist audience. The objectives for the peer learners were to
experience an outdoor classroom and to view nature from a
different viewpoint than the environmentalist literature they
had read for class.

As with Illustration 2, the classroom setting was away
from campus. However, reduced teaching budgets this year
prevented the use of a departmental vehicle. Peer educators
provided directions and peer educators and learners drove to
the meeting location. This arrangement was less successful
than having all students ride in the same vehicle because one
of the peer learners was 30 minutes late and the lesson began
before he arrived. For the lesson, the peer educators had
planned a fairly rigorous field exercise, but some of the peer
learners had worn inappropriate footwear. After the exercise,
the peer educators commented that if they were to lead a
group of nonforesters in the future, they would be sure to in-
clude suggestions for appropriate dress.

Because the Literature and Ecology class is not limited by
major, two of the peer learners who participated in this exer-
cise were senior forestry majors. This created an awkward sit-
uation because some of the peer learners knew more about the
topic than the peer educators. When the peer learners re-
sponded to questions in an informed fashion, the peer educa-
tors raised the technical vocabulary of their presentation.
Thus, the other peer learners were unable to follow the dis-
cussion. To avoid this situation, screening of the peer learn-
ers should be conducted by the faculty instructor. Regardless
of the high technical level of the presentation, the nonforestry
peer learners found the presentation rewarding. In one of the
response essays, a peer learner said he thought it would be
“neat to study forestry.”

Illustration 5: Graduate Student in Forestry and Mathe-
matics in Agriculture Class

In this exercise, we were interested in assessing whether
CDPE creates an environment where peer learners success-
fully gain new knowledge. Therefore, the peer educator (a
forestry graduate student volunteer who was not graded on his
involvement as a peer educator) administered a prelecture
survey and a postlecture survey to assess learning of the peer
learners (71 undergraduates in a Mathematics in Agriculture
class). Pretest/posttest research methodology enables an ed-

ucator to see if the content shared with the audience had an
affect on the audiences’ knowledge and/or perceptions of a
given topic (Duncan and Broyles, 2002). Both surveys asked
(among other questions) the definition of coarse woody debris
(CWD). The peer educator was working on CWD (dead trees,
branches, and stumps) in Virginia’s forests as part of his the-
sis and gave an interactive lecture that defined CWD; dis-
cussed coarse woody debris’ importance to wildlife, vegeta-
tion, and people; described some of the disadvantages of
CWD; and offered some suggestions for managing CWD in
forested ecosystems.

The exercise demonstrated that CDPE was a successful
technique for teaching students new information. Before the
peer-given lecture, 4% of the students provided a good defi-
nition of CWD, 16% provided a good but incomplete defini-
tion, and 80% provided wrong definitions. After the lecture,
61% of the students provided a perfect definition of CWD,
36% provided a good definition, and 3% provided wrong def-
initions. The results of this illustration show that in addition
to the benefits of improving career-oriented skills, CDPE is
also a successful method for students to learn new material.

The Challenges of Applying Cross-Disciplinary
Peer Education

Over the course of several CDPE exchanges, we discovered
four major methodological challenges: scheduling, student at-
tendance, timely and appropriate training of peer educators,
and authority of peer educators. The following is an overview
of each potential obstacle along with a description of the
methods used to overcome it.

Scheduling

Allotting time for the CDPE experience requires addi-
tional planning on the part of the faculty instructors as well
as flexibility within the academic system (Satin, 1987). One
technique used in Illustration 1 was to schedule classes with
common meeting times. The time session for the Advanced
Forest Ecology class was concurrent but slightly longer than
the Literature and Ecology course; therefore, the forestry fac-
ulty instructor met with the students for 15 minutes at the be-
ginning of class to give last-minute reminders for their pre-
sentations and then the class walked across campus to provide
the lecture for the Literature and Ecology course.

If it is not possible to schedule a common meeting time for
classes involved in CDPE exchanges, an out-of-class time
must be selected. This was successfully implemented in CDPE
Illustrations 2 and 4, which involved nature walks given by
peer educators. The students from both classes met for a 2-
hour hike on a Saturday afternoon. As with any out-of-class
experience, transportation was an issue. When the responsi-
bility for transportation was placed on the peer educators (the
situation in Illustration 4) it required additional planning. The
forestry students were required to develop a set of directions
for the literature students to find the trail head. Having students
drive individually to a designated meeting place (Illustration
4 in Table 1) introduced attendance and late arrival issues. One
of the peer learners arrived late and missed the first 30 min-
utes of the nature hike. An alternative but more expensive
transportation solution used in Illustration 2 was to use the
Forestry Department vehicle to transport students.
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Attendance

Lack of attendance during the CDPE session is a serious
problem because the information and experience cannot be du-
plicated. One of the methods of ensuring high attendance is
to create an assignment related to the exercise. This has
worked successfully in several CDPE sessions. In Illustrations
2 and 4, the peer educators were graded on the information
they provided during the hike. In turn, the peer learners were
required to write an essay about what they learned. Assign-
ing tasks related to the peer-teaching sessions resulted in un-
expected opportunities for additional out-of-class CDPE. Dur-
ing Illustration 4, the peer educators offered their email ad-
dresses to the peer learners when they learned about the re-
quired essays. They told the peer learners to contact them if
they needed additional help.

Training of Peer Educators

Successful CDPE requires peer educator training (Whit-
man, 1988; Ender and Newton, 2000). Few students have had
teacher education or public speaking courses aimed at pre-
senting technical information. Thus, in the majority of CDPE
experiences some amount of peer educator training will be re-
quired. In Illustration 1, peer educators practiced their pre-
sentations before the faculty instructors from both classes to
receive feedback on the accuracy of their presentations (by the
forestry instructor) and the academic level appropriateness to
the audience (by the literature instructor). In Illustration 2, we
also saw the importance of training peer educators to handle
potential conflicts that may arise from the topics being pre-
sented. In Illustration 5, the graduate student showed his Pow-
erPoint presentation and discussed his lecture format with the
forestry faculty instructor before presenting to the Mathe-
matics in Agriculture class.

Issues of Authority and Control for Peer Educators

Although peer educator training can help to assure that the
correct course content will be conveyed, lack of peer educa-
tor teaching experience can create other problems in the class-
room environment. Since peer educators lack the authority of
age and experience, CDPE sessions may have the potential to
go beyond active discourse and become confrontational. In Il-
lustration 2, a heated debate on clear cutting ensued with the
peer educators and a peer learner at odds in their opinions. The
peer educators may be “experts” on the topic being discussed,
but they sometimes lack the maturity and experience to han-
dle controversial topics.

There are several methods to reduce the risk of peer-edu-
cator and peer-learner conflicts. In the clearcutting debate, a
faculty instructor intervened, changing the situation from con-
frontational to conversational. Controversy in the learning
environment is not always a bad situation. In some instances,
peer education allows students to be more creative in their
thinking because students feel less intimidated about pre-
senting conflicting opinions to a peer than they would to a fac-
ulty instructor (Hogan et al., 2000). However, the presence of
a faculty instructor in CDPE sessions is important because fac-
ulty can moderate controversial discussions and prevent the
situation from disintegrating into a nonlearning environment.

Another technique to provide the peer educator with au-
thority was used in both of the exchanges between the forestry

students and agriculture students (Illustrations 3 and 5 in
Table 1). In these situations, the peer educators gave a tradi-
tional lecture with a PowerPoint presentation. The lecture
format placed the peer educators within the power structure
of a traditional classroom, resulting in fewer challenges to the
peer educator’s authority (Manke, 1994).

Differences and Similarities with the Literature

In general, we found more similarities than differences
between our CDPE illustrations and the literature on cross-dis-
ciplinary and peer education. In agreement with Ewel’s (2001)
work on cross-disciplinary education, our CDPE illustrations
allowed students and faculty from different disciplines to be
exposed to different views of the world; however, it did not
necessarily change students’ opinions on a controversial topic
(Illustration 2 in Table 1). Cross-disciplinary peer education
provides peer educators with opportunities to practice com-
municating technical information to a general audience, which
is a skill valued by employers (NACE, 2003; Mann, 2002;
Sample et al., 1999). Conversely, peer educators may lack ma-
turity to handle their role as educators, which may result in a
breakdown in communication between peer educator and peer
learner (Illustration 2 in Table 1; Satin, 1987). We did find that
CDPE required additional time on the part of faculty educa-
tors to make initial contacts, train peer educators, and develop
and implement the exercises (Treants and Derr, 1981).

Although there were many similarities between the litera-
ture and our CDPE illustrations, only one difference existed.
Satin (1987) argued for a formalized structure within the ac-
ademic system to successfully develop cross-disciplinary pro-
grams, but we did not find this to be the case. Informal agree-
ments between faculty instructors involved in CDPE proved
to be successful because we had flexible curricula, pre-exist-
ing resources, and common topics. Formal structure at the col-
lege or departmental level was unnecessary. Because of our
flexible curricula, we found it easy to schedule CDPE illus-
trations; this differs from Satin’s (1987) experience with
scheduling problems in cross-disciplinary education.

CONCLUSIONS

This exploration of CDPE provides an assessment of its po-
tential usefulness as a pedagogical method in natural resource
and agricultural education. Further research and controlled
studies of this topic will allow CDPE to develop into a more
widespread teaching technique. A large-scale study is under
way that provides a structured and quantifiable assessment of
pre- and post-learning goals from CDPE exercises. The results
of the larger study will improve our understanding of the pre-
liminary findings presented in this paper.

Based on the literature and our experiences, we concluded
that CDPE is a valuable but underutilized pedagogical tool in
higher education. Cross-disciplinary peer education benefit-
ted both peer educators and peer learners by encouraging and
enhancing self-motivated learning, exposing students to dif-
ferent viewpoints, and allowing for more creative brain-
storming. Additionally, peer educators (forestry students) im-
proved their oral communication skills and gained maturity.
But the benefits of CDPE came with added costs for the fac-
ulty instructor; CDPE required additional time to schedule ex-
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ercises, train the peer educators, and seek transportation fund-
ing for CDPE exercises held off campus. However, with the
recent increase in requests from employers for graduates who
have strong oral communication skills and the ability to work
across disciplines, CDPE provides students with the training
to communicate technical information to a general audience,
discuss theories and applications across disciplines, and have
a broader knowledge of subject areas outside of their disci-
pline.
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