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LEARNING TO LEARN
WITH FARMERS

A case study of
an adult learning extension project
conducted in Queensland, Australia
1990 - 1995

N.A. (Gus) Hamilton

Propositions
The training of team members in social science skills such as interviewing technique and active
listening was one of the keys to the quality of information that emerged. (This thesis).
Balancing the status (power) between departmental staff and participants in participatory
action learning activities improves the effectiveness and efficiency of learning by all
participants. (This thesis).
Facilitation is the emergent key role for scientists in participatory learning and action research.
(This thesis).
Understanding of participatory learning and action research (PLAR) approaches by other
scientists will be more effectively achieved through PLAR than Transfer of Technology. (This
thesis).
Constructivist approaches mean the outcomes are unknown and unknowable until they are
arrived at. (This thesis).
PLAR is more effective and more efficient that Transfer of Technology processes in dealing
with complex problem situations such as sustainability. (This thesis).
To a smoking, drinking, unfit, over forty Australian, who seldom rides a bike, the Netherlands
is not flat. (From experience of living in the Netherlands).
The most valuable scientific papers are the ones you have lent someone and they haven't
returned. (Reflection on undertaking this PhD).
The investment by QDPI in educating a small number of staff at Wageningen Agricultural
University has reaped substantial benefits. (Reflection on experience of returning to Australia
from the Netherlands).
That Dutch children are proficient in English is applaudable, but that they speak it with an
American accent is less admirable. (From experience of living in the Netherlands).
Dutch agriculture may have a manure problem, but Dutch sidewalks have an equal problem.
(From experience of living in the Netherlands).
Things always take longer than they take. (Reflection on writing this thesis).
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Glossary
AKIS

Agricultural Knowledge and Information System.

Andragogy

The art and science of helping adults learn.

APSRU

Agricultural Production Systems Research Unit. An integrated team of
DPI and CSIRO researchers, DPI, Toowoomba.

BP Australia

A subsidiary of British Petroleum, a private enterprise petroleum company.

CFIC

Conservation Farmers Information Centre.

Constructivist
approach

Adopts an ontological position that assumes reality is constructed by the
individual, which is socially and experientially based - thus multiple
constructions exist. Constructions are not more or less true, in any
absolute sense, rather they are more or less informed and/or sophisticated.
The epistemological basis assumes the researcher and the researched
object are interactively linked.

CSIRO

Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation, an
organisation devoted to basic and applied research, funded by the
Commonwealth Government of Australia.

CU

Cattleman's' Union. A grower agri-political organisation representing the
interests of Queensland cattle producers.

Double cropping

The practice of planting a crop shortly after the previous crop has been
harvested. This means the fallow is usually less than three months
duration.

Epistemology
Fallow

The nature of the relationship between the knower or would be knower
and what can be known.
The period between harvest and planting of the next crop or pasture.

FGA

Focus Group Analysis.

Focus group

An interview conducted with a small group of people (usually four to
eight).

Grainco

Grain marketing organisation in Queensland.

GRDC

Grains Research and Development Corporation funded by grower levies
and Government subsidies.

Gully erosion

Gullies caused on cropping land by running water.

Glossary
Community based, local groups, comprising landholders and other
stakeholders, with the main aim of undertaking more sustainable land and
water management practices.
The practice of resting cropping land under pastures.
Preparation of the fallow with tillage implements.
How the enquirer or "would be knower" goes about finding out whatever
he/she believes can be known.
Maximum Economic Yield fanner discussion groups.
Certain tillage operations in the fallow are replaced with herbicides or
sheep.
National Landcare Program (formerly NSCP).
National Soil Conservation
Government.

Program,

funded

by the

Australian

Beliefs about the form and nature of reality.
Operational decisions are how to type decisions. Their importance is
immediate. They are usually relatively simple decisions and involve
choosing between a range of well defined options. This supports strategic
decision making. The choice of planting rate is an example of an
operational decision.
The art and science of teaching children.
Participatory Learning and Action Research.
Adopts an ontological position that assumes a concrete reality exists,
which can be apprehended, and which is governed by 'immutable natural
laws and mechanisms'. The epistemological basis assumes the researcher
and the researched object are independent of each other.
Queensland Department of Primary Industries, an organisation devoted to
applied research, development and extension in primary industries, funded
by the Queensland State Government.
Queensland Grain Growers Association.
A grower agri-political
organisation representing the interests of grain producers.
A series of personal interviews conducted by interviewers from a range of
different backgrounds, to gain a relatively quick appreciation of a situation
or problem.

xiv

A Rapid Rural Appraisal.
A prevailing logic of inquiry that rests on the premise that the sum of the
parts equals the whole. One of the four basic premises of basic and
applied science inquiry methodologies (the others are experimentation,
refutation, and repeatability).
The ontological position of constructivists that realities are apprehendable
in the form of multiple, intangible mental constructions, socially and
experientially based, local and specific in nature, and dependent for their
form and content on the individual persons or groups holding the
constructions. Constructions are not more or less "true" in any absolute
sense, but simply more or less informed and/or sophisticated.
The loss of topsoil from cropping paddocks through the action of rainfall
and flood runoff, or wind.
Strategic decisions involve whether to type decisions. They involve whole
farm planning rather than the individual components of the farm business.
They are characterised by complexity and open-endedness. Strategic
decisions have a longer term planning horizon. A rotation program
required to manage a fertility restoration program is an example of a
strategic decision.
A method of soil erosion control. Strips of summer and winter crop are
planted in alternating sequence, to ensure approximately half of the
cropping land is protected from rainfall or flood runoff by a growing crop.
The practice of maintaining crop stubble during the fallow to protect soil
from erosion and improves infiltration of rainfall.
Tertiary And Further Education colleges, funded by the Australian
Government.
Transfer of Technology.
United Graziers Association.
A grower agri-political organisation
representing the interests of Queensland graziers.
Viable Farming Systems Group. An integrated QDPI project team
involving extension and research personnel in southern Queensland.
Complete elimination of tillage in the fallow. Weeds are controlled by
herbicides and/or sheep.
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• l. INTRODUCTION
1.1
1.2
1.3
1.4

Fallow management systems in dryland agriculture in southern Queensland
Â project to address the problem
Learning leads to a change in process
The purpose of this study

This thesis explores the relationship between the use of participatory processes in the
development and use of information and knowledge and their impact on change. The research
is based on a major extension activity carried out in southern Queensland between 1991 and
1995. The objective of this extension activity was to facilitate change which would result in
more sustainable farming systems through the development of more effective fallow
management. The issue confronting the team that implemented this project was determining
the most efficient and effective process of causing change to occur. The focus that emerged
was on participatory processes and their impact on change.
While the project had precise start and completion dates which imply a beginning and an end,
the project and this research were conducted in a situation that was already changing. The
fallow management systems being addressed were changing prior to our involvement as a
specific project. These fallow management systems will go on changing once we have moved
onto other activities. Most of the officers working on the project were already involved in
attempting to facilitate this change - this project integrated these efforts. Other actors
(research and extension, public service and private enterprise, and our clients) were also
involved in pursuing the same or similar missions before and during our activities - this project
linked with these efforts.

1.1.

FALLOW MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS IN DRYLAND AGRICULTURE IN
SOUTHERN QUEENSLAND

Water is commonly the most limiting factor in dryland agriculture in Australia. Rainfall is
unreliable and this coupled with high evaporative demand results in moisture stress during
crop growth with subsequent reductions in yield. Few profitable crops result from growing on
the basis of in-crop rainfall alone. In order to improve the water supply for crop growth,
fallowing during the preceding season(s) is a tactic widely used. The combination of moisture
stored prior to crop growth and in-crop rainfall improves crop yields and profits.
Fallowing is not a particularly efficient process. Research studies in southern Queensland
(Littler & Marley, 1978, Freebairn & Wockner, 1986; Radford ei_al, 1991, Thompson &
Freebairn, 1991) indicate that only 20 to 25% of incident rainfall occurring during a fallow is
stored in the soil. The remainder is lost via evaporation (65 to 70%) and runoff (8 to 12%).

