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Remember: never stop sell-
ing your program. Whether it is 
to your current FFA President or 
to the student who is not even in 
your class, you need to always be 
selling your program. We teach 
our students they are leaders and 
people look up to and follow their 
example so we need to remember 
the same applies to us. If we are 
unhappy and complacent in our 
job, we will not attract or retain 
students. Complacency in our job 
leads to student apathy. We need 
to remember students feed off our 
energy. Positive energy will help 
your program grow.

Just like you need to advocate 
for the students with stakehold-
ers, you need to advocate for ag-
riculture and career and technical 
education with the students. When 
you can give students anecdotes 
of the success of former students 
or members as well as facts and 
figures of current jobs in agricul-
ture, you will attract and retain 
students.

Advocating via your Local 
Newspaper and Media - Candis 
Carraway	

Every town is unique and dif-
ferent, but most have a method of 
getting the news out (even if it is 
on a county level instead of a city 
level). It is important agriculture 
teachers discover what news out-
lets are available and introduce 
themselves to those staff mem-
bers. In every town I worked, there 
was a newspaper for the county. I 
made it a point to introduce my-
self to the newspaper staff and 
find out who was responsible for 
covering school related articles. I 
would then set up a meeting with 

this person and bring my chapter 
reporter and possibly a few other 
members from my public relations 
committee. I found the newspaper 
personnel were more receptive 
when I brought students with me. 
We would use this as an oppor-
tunity to inform the newspaper 
about our program, some of our 
activities and take them a calendar 
highlighting our big events. We 
would then ask them to demon-
strate how they wanted us to sub-
mit news stories and photos for 
publication. I found this process 
worked well and we were able to 
get stories published in a timely 
manner. We would also make sure 
to invite the newspaper represen-
tative and editor to our local FFA 
Banquet. When deemed appropri-
ate, someone from the newspaper 
would be awarded with an Honor-
ary Chapter Degree. Usually after 
receiving the recognition, they 
were even bigger supporters of the 
program. 

After meeting with the news-
paper staff, I would meet with 
my public relations committee 
and discuss what type of articles 
would be best to send to the news-

paper. Our goal was to have at 
least one article a month in the 
newspaper. The students would 
create a list of possible article 
topics based on our calendar of 
events then assign a member to 
take lead on each article. These 
students were responsible for 
writing the article and gath-
ering the photos. I proofread 
each article and gave feedback. 
The students would then make 
the needed changes. After I 
reviewed it again and found it 
acceptable, we would send it 
to someone else to proofread. 
Sometimes this was another 
one of our Ag Teachers, but of-
ten it was a secretary or another 
teacher in the school. I think it 
is great to get someone outside 
your department to proofread 
important documents and arti-
cles for you to check for clarity. 

Advocating via the use 
of the local media channels 
worked really well for me in 
my 16 years of teaching agri-
culture in three different coun-
ties. I also loved that I was 
able to give my students some 
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Adam Corum is the Agricul-
ture Teacher at Bridgeport 
High School in Bridgeport, 
Washington with 10 years 
of experience. He is cur-
rently serving as the Presi-
dent of the Washington As-
sociation of Agricultural 
Educators.

Dr. Candis Carraway taught sec-
ondary agriculture for 16 years 
and is currently in charge of Ag-
riculture Teacher Preparation at 
Stephen F. Austin State University 
in Nacogdoches, Texas. 

ownership while decreasing the 
amount of work I had to do. 

Final Thoughts

We acknowledge there are 
many other strategies and avenues 
that could be used for advocating 
your agricultural education pro-
gram, but these are the two we 
found to be the easiest for all ag-
riculture teachers and programs to 
understand and implement. These 
strategies are simple and straight-
forward and provide opportunities 
to include your students in the ad-
vocating process. The method you 
use is not as important as the fact 
that you actually have a plan to 
make advocating for your agricul-
tural education program a priority.  

Shelley Armour teaches at 
D.H. Conley High School 
in North Carolina. She is 
in her 14th year of teach-
ing and is passionate 
about advocating for her 
students as well as other 
teaching professionals.

Continued from pg. 12 Advocating for Yourself

Step 3: Express Gratitude

The final step to an advocacy 
project is expressing gratitude for 
those who helped you along the way. 
Even if the process had its share of 
bumpy patches, everyone involved 
played a part that can be recognized 
in the spirit of gratitude. It is impor-
tant to remember this is a profession-
al problem, not a personal problem. 
However, it can feel very personal 
when it involves something you are 
passionate about such as teaching. 

I wish I could say the process 
was without stress and worry, but it 
wasn’t. I had to keep telling myself 
that it would benefit my students and 
my program. Sometimes we need to 
repeat the following mantra: “I am a 
good teacher and I am worth this.” 
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Advocating for Future Ag Teachers: 
The National Teach Ag Campaign 

by Ellen Thompson

The National Teach Ag 
Campaign (NTAC), 
started in September 
2009, is an initiative 

of the National Council for Agri-
cultural Education (The Council), 
led by the National Association of 
Agricultural Educators (NAAE), 
with funding support from the 
CHS Foundation, Corteva Agri-
science Agriculture Division of 
DowDuPont, Herman and Bob-
bie Wilson, BASF and Growth 
Energy. The NTAC was designed 
to be the place where teacher re-
cruitment and retention strategies 
could be piloted, examined and 
most importantly – shared. In the 
last nine years agricultural educa-
tion has made tremendous strides 
in ensuring a quality and diverse 
supply of agriculture teachers who 
will cultivate the next genera-
tion of leaders, problem-solvers, 
entrepreneurs and agricultural-
ists. Through the goals of raising 
awareness of the need to recruit 
and retain quality and diverse ag-
riculture teachers, encouraging 
others to consider a career teach-
ing agriculture and celebrating the 
positive contributions agriculture 
teachers make in our schools and 
communities the NTAC has raised 
the bar for all of education.  

Everything we do at the 
NTAC must contribute to the 
mission. Every program needs to 
either recruit or retain an agricul-
ture teacher. Programs must be 
sustainable and effective. Adher-
ing to this framework is important 
for transparency, accountability 

and success. To make sure the pro-
grams are contributing to teacher re-
cruitment and retention meticulous 
tracking, data collection and program 
analysis is ongoing. 

As we close in on the 10th An-
niversary of the NTAC, it is clear the 
initiative has been transformational. 
This transformation is due to the 
collaboration and commitment of so 
many agricultural education profes-
sionals at the local, state and national 
level. According to the last four years 
of quality and comprehensive data 
analysis collected through the AAAE 
National Supply and Demand study; 
degree enrollment has increased 
from 2575 in 2014 to 3172 in 2017, 
the number of new graduates taking 
their first job has increased from 69% 
to 75%, school districts continue to 

open new programs and expand ex-
isting programs, retention rates are 
at record levels from 95% in 2014 
to 96% in 2017, teacher certification 
programs have increased from 84 in-
stitutions in 2014 to 101 institutions 
in 2017 and gender diversity among 
current teachers has started to neutral-
ize with 44% female and 53% male. 
At the same time alternatively certi-
fied hires have increased from 183 
new hires in 2014 to 356 new hires 
in 2017, the majority of graduates are 
now Caucasian females. Knowing, 
and comparing these and other vari-
ables drives everything we do.

Given the initial goal of the 
NTAC to be a one stop shop for teach-
er recruitment and retention here are 
some of the most effective recruit-
ment and retention strategies being 

implemented through the 
NTAC and the State Teach 
Ag Results (STAR) program. 
Launched in 2014, there are 
currently 36 states enrolled 
in the STAR program. Please 
look for a complete list of 
strategies and resources on 
the Teach Ag website www.
naae.org/teachag 

Recruitment strategies 

•	 Invitation only 
events: Agriculture teach-
ers and others nominate a 
student they think would 
make an excellent agricul-
ture teacher. Coordinate a 
special event for those stu-
dents. Examples include a 
luncheon or breakfast during 
State FFA Convention or a 

2017 National Supply and Demand overview.
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campus VIP day. Attendees will 
be able to engage with each other, 
hear why teaching agriculture is 
a great career choice, receive de-
gree program details, meet state 
agricultural education leaders and 
engage in a Q&A session. When 
possible hold a parent session in 
conjunction that highlights job op-
portunities, financial aid, college 
overview and Q&A. 

•	 Signing/Declaration events: Typi-
cally held during State FFA Con-
vention as a pre-session activity, 
during a general session or in the 
career show area. Have all the 
institutions provide the names of 
new and transfer agricultural edu-
cation majors. Invite the new ma-
jors, their parents and agriculture 
teacher to be part of the declara-
tion event. Announce the students 
and have them sign a non-binding 
commitment to Teach Ag. Take 
pictures and have the institution 
they are attending provide a token 
like a baseball hat, shirt, or other 
institution branded item.  

•	 Teach Ag workshop offerings: 
Workshops may happen anywhere 
students are gathering. The gener-
al outline consists of activities re-
lated to teaching agriculture along 
with a teacher Q&A panel. Most 
effective if administered by high 

energy current teachers or agricul-
tural education majors. Attendees 
should walk away with next steps 
information and leave their con-
tact information.

•	 Collegiate engagement: We often 
think only of secondary recruit-
ment but recruitment may come 
from multiple sources including 
students in other college or univer-
sity majors, second career individ-
uals and those teaching in another 
field. Recruitment events for these 
audiences may include an interac-
tive career fair booth, presentation 
to undeclared majors, collabora-
tion between the Ag Ed club and 
other on campus groups as well as 
direct one on one mentoring with 
current agricultural education ma-
jors and identified individuals. 

•	 Job Shadow: A coordinated effort 
to identify potential high school 
juniors and seniors that allows 
them to shadow an agriculture 
teacher for a day, not their own. 
In Kansas, the Kansas Association 
of Agricultural Educators accepts 
applications of students and pairs 
them with high quality teachers. 
The program gives the student a 
unique perspective and the teacher 
a chance to mentor an up and com-
ing teacher for a day. 

•	 Ag Teacher keynote: Identify pas-
sionate and inspirational agricul-
ture teachers to provide the key-
note spotlight talk at convention 
sessions, camps, conferences and 
gatherings. 

Preservice retention strategies

•	 Collegiate collaboration and ex-
change: Create opportunities for 
agricultural education majors to 
engage with agricultural educa-
tion majors across the state and 
those at institutions outside the 

state. For the last few years Purdue 
has hosted and then visited several 
institutions including Michigan 
State, Western Kentucky, Illinois 
and Ohio State. Events may in-
clude program tours, networking, 
evening festivities, professional 
development, industry tours and 
on campus classes. 

•	 Program tours: Agricultural edu-
cation majors want to engage with 
current teachers and programs 
as early and as often as possible. 
Create an annual program tour ex-
perience. Identify a region in the 
state to visit. Schedule program 
and industry tours as time permits. 
Prioritize areas where students are 
least familiar to help break down 
geographic barriers. Partner with 
other institutions to make it an 
even richer experience. 

•	 State and Regional professional 
development inclusion: Develop 
special preservice tracks or work-
shop sessions at state, regional 
and national conferences. Early 
professional development experi-
ences and networking with current 
agriculture teachers may improve 
retention rates. 

•	 Ag Ed internships: Arrange for 
agricultural education majors to 
spend the summer interning with 
an agriculture teacher or agricul-
ture teachers. The internship ex-
perience will be valuable for the 
future teacher and current teacher 
host. Mandate summer confer-
ence attendance and other related 
events as part of the internship 
for even more impact. Given that 
nearly all summer internships are 
now paid this particular strategy 
may be quite expensive. The esti-
mated cost per intern is approxi-
mately $3,000-$4,000 for 8-10 
weeks. 

More than 250 students across 
the country have participated in 
Teach Ag signing events over the 
past three years. 
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•	 Student teaching scholarships: 
With all the testing fees and ex-
tra costs associated with student 
teaching and inability to work, 
scholarships are extremely entic-
ing and may contribute to reten-
tion. 

•	 Teach Ag ambassadors: Preser-
vice Teach Ag ambassadors are a 
recruitment and preservice reten-
tion tool. Once trained they be-
come a valuable extension of the 
Teach Ag message by delivering 
workshops, classroom presenta-
tions, staffing recruitment booths 
and posting on social media. The 
assignment gives the future teach-
er a chance to earn money while 
presenting and building lasting 
bonds with other ambassadors. 

Current teacher retention strate-
gies: 

•	 Fill the bucket/Welcome baskets/
Swap shop: Implemented by sev-
eral states to give a warm wel-
come to new teachers. The pack-
ages may include 5-gallon buckets 
filled by other agriculture teach-
ers will all kinds of useful items 
(Kleenex, red pens, granola bars, 
hard drives, lesson plans, clip-
board, etc.) or baskets filled with 
snacks and school supplies. New 
York holds a swap shop where 
agriculture teachers bring things 
from their classroom they no lon-
ger need and use a ticket system 
to allow teachers to swap items. 
New teachers get a golden ticket 
and early access to the swap shop. 

•	 Trading Cards: The brain child 
of Dr. Falk and the University of 
Idaho the trading cards are now 
used in several states to recognize 
teachers and encourage students to 
engage with successful teachers. 
Cards are made for teachers with 
a baseball card style. Students 

must collect cards from the teach-
ers during state FFA convention. 
Those who collect the required 
number of cards receive a prize. 
Teachers are encouraged to talk 
about teaching agriculture when a 
student asks for their card. 

•	 Ag Teacher Family Tree: Devel-
oped at North Carolina State by 
Dr. Travis Park the Ag Teacher 
Family Tree poster is a visual dis-
play of all the connections an ag-
riculture teacher has made in their 
profession. The family tree certifi-
cates are laminated or framed for 
classroom display and may be up-
dated annually. 

•	 Work/life blend professional de-
velopment (XLR8): As the de-
mand on agriculture teachers in-
creases NAAE created a special 
series for agriculture teachers in 
their 7-15th year of teaching and 
addresses a number of timely top-
ics. Some states implement this 
as a state level version of the Na-
tional XLR8 program or embed 
components into professional de-
velopment gatherings throughout 
the year. 

•	 Early career academy (alt license 
inclusion): Early career individu-
als need additional support, espe-
cially those we are not familiar 
with agricultural education or may 
have been hired under a special 
license variance. These may be 
summer events or a year-long pro-
gram with webinars, conference 
calls and face to face meeting 
checkpoints. 

•	 Loan forgiveness: A few years 
ago the Nebraska Farm Bureau 
Foundation developed their own 
student teacher scholarship and 
loan forgiveness program to assist 
in reducing the financial burden 
placed on early career teachers. 
Since this time other states have 
developed similar programs for 
student teachers and early career 
teachers. 

•	 Mentoring programs: Mentoring 
programs come in different styles; 
formal and informal. They may 
even take the form of a statewide 
expert list that anyone may use 
when the they have animal sci-
ence, proficiency, chapter award 
applications, plant science, floral 
design, etc. questions. A mentor-
ing program of some type should 
be a part of every state retention 
plan. 

Communication  

Nothing is more important than 
developing a consistent and orga-
nized tracking and communication 
plan to maintain contact with in-
dividuals interested in agricultural 
education and monitor recruitment 
and retention progress. At the NTAC 
we maintain a series of touchpoints 
which may be duplicated or modified 
for state level use.  

•	 NTAC website – lesson plans, 
activities, games, videos, job 
openings, state certification re-

Teachers may use the cards as a 
recruitment tool or as their profes-
sional business card. 
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quirements, testimonials, parent 
resources, preservice tools, news 
articles, announcements, publi-
cations, supply and demand pro-
files, downloadable promotional 
materials, nomination and sign-up 
links.  

•	 Social Media – All Twitter, Face-
book and Instagram posts are part 
of our communication plan.  

•	 E-newsletters 

•	 New Teacher News – a month-
ly e-publication for early career 
teachers. 

•	 Teach Ag Times – a monthly 
e-publication for High school 
and college students. 

•	 Monthly update – HTML for 
internal and external stake-
holders.  

•	 Tagged to Teach Ag kit – special 
designed boxes anyone may pur-
chase at cost through the NTACT 
to encourage someone to teach ag. 
The kit includes a card, t-shirt and 
numerous other logo giveaways 
along with reasons to teach ag and 
tools to help the person tagged be-
come an agriculture teacher. 

Ellen Thompson has served the Na-
tional Teach Ag Campaign in vari-
ous roles over the past nine years, 
most recently as the Project Direc-
tor. The National Teach Ag Cam-
paign is an initiative of the National 
Council for Agricultural Education 
led by the National Association 
of Agricultural Educators. Prior 
to her position with the National 
Teach Ag Campaign, Ellen taught 
high school agriculture for eight 
years in Sauk Centre, MN.  She is 
a Minnesota native and received a 
B.S. in Agricultural Education from 
South Dakota State University and 
a M.Ed from the University of Min-
nesota. 

Inclusion and diversity 

Everyone; student, teacher, sup-
porter, state staff leader, teacher 
educator and all those who are still 
finding their way to agricultural edu-
cation need to know they are welcome 
and safe to be their authentic self no 
matter their ability, background, race, 
gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
religion, socio-economic status or 
geographic location. Inclusion and 
diversity representation and train-
ing is key to the mission and goal of 
ensuring all agriculture classrooms 
reflect the communities they serve. 
I&D commitment is embedded into 
ALL Teach Ag programming through 
training, unique experiences with 
others, policies and representation. 
Including everything from the mu-
sic we use in our videos, the food we 
serve at our events, the teachers we 
select to highlight, the speakers we 
contract with, the location of gather-
ings, the look and feel of our promo-
tional materials and the programs we 
offer. 

References: 
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by Savanna Barksdale 

In the spring of 2018, I was 
able to intern with the De-
partment of Education in 
the Office of School Support 

and Rural Programs. The lesson I 
cherish most from my internship 
came from an interview with a di-
rector of a charter school in Arizo-
na. Mark Sorensen’s school is so 
remote it became the first off-grid, 
solar and wind-powered school in 
the country. With his emphasis in 
community involvement and cul-
tural values, Dr. Sorensen said the 
secret to unlocking the power of 
being rural is realizing that our 
communities have “unique gifts.” 

The Strength of Rural Schools

As someone who attended a 
rural school, I deeply related with 
Dr. Sorensen’s appreciation of the 
high level of community involve-
ment that is intrinsic to small, ru-
ral schools. 

Another memory that made a 
lasting impression from the De-
partment was the day the interns 
finally had the chance to meet 
Education Secretary Betsy DeVos. 
Surrounded by all the interns from 
various backgrounds and states at 
her conference table, Secretary 
DeVos asked each of us to tell her 
about the most memorable mo-
ment from our K-12 experiences 
and one thing we would like to 
improve about our schools. 

As the other interns were talk-
ing about their favorite moments 
from school, I was wracking my 
brain to qualify the most mean-

ingful moment from my education. 
In my mind’s eye, I saw my mother 
standing in the middle of the high 
school gym at a Friday pep rally. 
At Farwell I.S.D., the entire school 
body fits inside the basketball gym, 
and that day, almost everyone was 
wearing pink t-shirts as planned for 
the “pink-out” pep rally for breast 
cancer awareness. Other teachers and 
community members who were also 
battling cancer were standing next to 
my mom, who was just the Spanish 
teacher to everyone else. The feeling 
that my family was not alone in my 
mother’s battle with cancer because 
of the support of my school and com-
munity brought tears to my eyes that 
day. When it came time for my turn 
to speak at the conference table, I 
briefly shared that moment.

The interns moved on to answer 
the second question. Some answers 
involved improved mental health re-
sources at school and enhanced early 
education opportunities. My response 
was to have had the chance to take 
an Advanced Placement course. It 
seemed so basic compared to the re-
quests of my peers who came from 
more urban areas. 

Dr. Sorensen was right that rural 
schools have a unique relationship 
to their communities. Community 
unity might be the greatest strength 
of a small, rural town, and the time 

THEME ARTICLE

Advocating for Rural Education 

is now to use this strength to promote 
equal educational opportunities in ru-
ral schools.

Rural Schools REAPing Benefits

The Rural Education Achieve-
ment Program (REAP) is a valu-
able tool in the rural advocate’s belt 
because it is one of the few federal 
policies created to meet the unique 
needs of rural schools. The National 
Rural Education Advocacy Coalition 
(NREAC) and most rural education 
groups call for directing more fund-
ing to REAP, described as “a proven 
formula program that supports ru-
ral innovation” in NREAC’s list of 
legislative priorities found on their 
website. REAP funding is adminis-
tered through the Office of School 
Support and Rural Programs (SSRP) 
at the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion. REAP funding was first autho-
rized by the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act of 1965 and was 
amended and reauthorized by the Ev-
ery Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 
2015, according to the Department’s 
webpage on ESSA. 

David Cantrell, the director of 
SSRP and one of my direct supervi-
sors during my internship, always 
reminded us to be lenient and flex-
ible when working with rural ad-
ministrators who could be acting as 
superintendents, business managers, 
and grants managers for their schools 
all at the same time. The SSRP office 
serves schools that still operate out of 
a two-room schoolhouse to schools 
like the one I graduated from – 11-
man football, 1A division, and 40 stu-
dents in my grade.
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Savanna Barksdale is currently the 
coordinator of government relations 
at the Texas Cattle Feeders Associa-
tion. In early 2018, Savanna interned 
at the U.S. Department of Education 
in the Office of School Support and 
Rural Programs. She graduated from 
Texas Tech University in May 2018 
with a Bachelor of Science in agricul-
tural communications.

A Rural Education Policy Victory

Rural education advocates may 
not have the loudest voice on the 
Hill, but organizations like the As-
sociation for Career and Technical 
Education (ACTE), National Rural 
Advocacy Coalition, The School Su-
perintendents Association, and The 
Rural School and Community Trust 
work to ensure federal policies are 
leveraged to benefit rural schools. 
These organizations applauded the 
passage of the Strengthening Career 
and Technical Education for the 21st 
Century Act, which reauthorized the 
Perkins Act in early August 2018.

With half of the school districts 
in the United States considered rural 
by the National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics (NCES), there is an 
inequality in the representation of ad-
vocates for rural education in Wash-
ington, D.C., and across the nation. 
When rural school districts are fac-
ing budget crises and severe teacher 
shortages, like in Louisiana and many 
other states, the focus is on provid-
ing the best services to rural students 
with limited resources. These critical 
situations do not allow time or money 
to be directed towards rural advoca-
cy, but increasing awareness of the 
needs and disparities of rural students 
in state and federal legislatures could 
help direct more funding and resourc-
es to help alleviate these struggles.

Being a rural advocate could be 
as simple as making sure your school 
administrators are aware of their eli-
gibility of REAP grants. More infor-
mation about the REAP grant pro-
grams can be found at https://www2.
ed.gov/nclb/freedom/local/reap.html. 
Joining a national, state or regional 
rural advocacy organization or coali-
tion would make it easier to stay in-
formed on current legislation and is-
sues that impact rural schools. These 

groups empower their members to vote 
for congressional representation that 
prioritizes rural education funding. 

The involvement of rural educa-
tion associations in the reauthorization 
of the Perkins bill proves rural educa-
tion is represented in state and national 
politics. With REAP grants structured 
to serve rural schools, rural education 
advocates can also trust the U.S. De-
partment of Education is a powerful re-
source in efforts to advance educational 
opportunities. The national #RedforEd 
campaign serves as a perfect example 
of legislative victories resulting from 
educational grassroots efforts. This 
campaign slogan has been used by a 
multitude of education associations 
at national, state and regional levels 
to mobilize education advocates and 
provide a platform on social media to 
tell their stories. Proponents for rural 
schools have the tools and resources 
needed to amplify the unique needs of 
rural education, but there is a lack of 
a unified grassroots movement. From 
teachers and administrators to par-
ents, rural communities should take 
advantage of their greatest strength of 
supporting each other to give all rural 
students the equitable education they 
deserve. 

SIDEBAR

REAP funding is equally split be-
tween two different grant programs: 
the Small, Rural School Achieve-
ment Program (SRSA) and the Rural 
and Low-Income School Program 
(RLIS). SRSA provides discretion-
ary grant funding directly to rural 
school districts – the technical term is 
local education agencies. Eligibility 
for the SRSA grant formula is based 
on a definition of “rural,” average 
daily attendance and county popula-
tion density. The rural classification 
is determined by NCES locale codes 
or districts that meet a state approved 
definition of “rural.” SRSA grants are 
extremely popular in the rural educa-
tion world because the formula cap-
tures rural schools who may not have 
staff to manage grants applications 
and compete with schools with more 
available funds and resources. The 
RLIS grant structure sometimes de-
pends on each state education agen-
cy, as they are the recipients of RLIS 
funding. State education departments 
then administer sub-grants to school 
districts, but they have the freedom 
to structure sub-grants as long as they 
comply with REAP requirements. 

The cost of transportation is an im-
mense operational burden that sets 
rural schools apart from their urban 
counterparts. Advocates claim trans-
portation is a major reason why flexi-
ble funding, like offered through REAP, 
is the best kind of federal investment in 
rural education. 
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Who is Actually Against Agriculture?

by Michael J. Martin and Kath-
erine Hartmann

The answer to the 
question posed in the 
headline is simple: 
no one is against ag-

riculture. Everyone must eat 
and everyone uses agricultural 
products. Only someone who is 
on a hunger strike and naked is 
actually acting against agricul-
ture, and that individual would 
rather be fed and clothed. If we 
understand that people actually 
value agriculture, then why is 
the perception that people are 
against agriculture so domi-
nant? 

Agriculture is more than 
just a career or task; it is a value-
laden concept. Agriculture rep-
resents a set of values that are 
rich, diverse, and sometimes 
conflicting. The theme of advo-
cacy in agriculture highlights 
this point. People who want to 
advocate for a specific position 
in agriculture must first under-
stand the different values that 
comprise that position in order 
to effectively advocate. First 
and foremost, there is no one 
who is actually against agricul-
ture; rather, there are differing 
value sets around agricultural 
positions and these are what 
cause divisions. Second, while 
people are entitled to their own 
values on agriculture, no one 
set of values is more true than 
another value set.     

To illustrate this point, let’s 
examine a contentious issue in 
agriculture today: the utilization 
of animals for food. Many people 
are on both sides of the issue. The 
readers of this magazine would 
probably argue animals should be 
raised and sheltered for the end 
goal of human consumption (meat, 
milk, eggs, or any other product 
from the animal). We would prob-
ably say this is a conventional ag-
ricultural view. The completely 
opposite view of this issue would 
be the people who argue animals 
should not be used for human con-
sumption. This viewpoint could 
be labeled as vegan.  

Can someone have a farm or 
ranch with animals who is a vegan? 
The answer is yes. For example, a 
horse ranch or wool farm (raising 
sheep for only wool) would fit this 
title. The key to these operations is 
that no animals are killed.  Many 
of us do not conceptualize a farm 
or ranch in this way, but these op-
erations exist. While those who 
manage these types of operations 
would view themselves 
as a valued part of the 
agricultural system, 
how many of us would 
see them this way? 

Perhaps most im-
portant, the issue of uti-
lizing animals for food 
consumption is not just 
a simple polar issue. 
The space between no-
kill and meat farms and 

ranches is filled with many dif-
ferent people and types of opera-
tions. The following list provides 
just a few examples:

1.	 People who are vegetarian (do 
not eat meat but will eat ani-
mal products like eggs, milk, 
and honey).

2.	 People who have flex-diets 
(eat fish but not land animal 
meat).

3.	 People who prefer to eat game 
meat rather than agriculturally 
raised meat. 

4.	 People who will consume 
meat products only if they 
come from grass-fed and/or 
cage-free operations.

5.	 People who will consume ani-
mal products only from sus-
tainable and organic opera-
tions.     

The reasons why people would 
choose any of these positions vary 
greatly and depend on individual 
preferences. Furthermore, these 

Hollyhock Farm is a fiber farm that produces 
wool without killing any animals. The two lambs 
pictured are Violet and Rosebay. 
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positions are often strongly held. 
Anyone advocating on the issue 
of utilizing animals for food con-
sumption should be ready to have 
a conversation that recognizes 
the values of people anywhere on 
the spectrum of using animals for 
food.

The important question this 
article introduces is how to think 
about agricultural values when 

you are preparing to advocate for 
a particular agricultural issue. We 
argue for three simple steps:

1.	 Be honest with who you are 
and your position. Recognize 
that your view is important, 
but it is not the only position. 
Do not hide your position 
from your audience.  

2.	 Recognize there are a variety 
of positions for each agricul-
tural issue. Let your audience 
know there are no black and 
white issues in agriculture.

This is the yarn spun from the 
fleeces of Violet and Rosebay. 
Wool is an important agricul-
tural product. 

Michael Martin is an Assis-
tant Professor at Colorado 
State University focusing 
on agricultural literacy.

Katherine Hartmann is the 
Coordinator of Undergradu-
ate Programs for Agriculture 
Education at Colorado State 
University and Owner of 
Hollyhock Farm. 

3.	 Spend time research-
ing and thinking about 
the different positions 
of your issue. Be ready 
to have conversations 
with people from as 
many different posi-
tions as possible. The 
more you can speak to 
different audiences, the 
greater chance you have 
of being successful.

We must never lose sight 
that in order to be success-
ful in advocating for agri-
culture, we must value and 
respect the audiences we 
serve.  
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#SpeakAg: From a Hashtag to a Movement

by Riley Pagett and Jordan Henry

Medium-rare. You?

No way, dude. Well-done with a 
side of ketchup. Victoria, what 
about you?

I actually don’t eat meat. 

When you get 296 blue cor-
duroy jackets in the same room 
and pose the question, “How do 
you prefer your steak?” you’re 
bound to get about that many 
variations of steak prep, or in 
Victoria’s case, asparagus prep.

What started as an innocent 
question around home-cooked 
protein quickly turned into a 
spirited debate for state FFA of-
ficers attending this summer’s 
National FFA Organization’s 
inaugural State Officer Summit  
in Washington, D.C. The meat 
question was followed by ques-
tions like, “What’s your favor-
ite fast food restaurant?” and 
“What’s your favorite meal of 
the day?” Each question elicit-
ed more impassioned responses 
than the one before it. Perhaps 
students felt compelled to share 
their fiery opinions with others 
they had just met the night be-
fore at conference registration 
out of a duty to their individu-
ality or the region of the coun-
try they represent. Or, perhaps 
students just felt comfortable 
sharing their responses—a 
comfort that often comes when 
we situate ourselves with those 
who think the same way we do. 
Or, perhaps this next genera-
tion of leaders have only been 

exposed to one, maybe two, view-
points on a number of issues in 
politics, culture, and, especially, 
food and agriculture.

The March 2017 National FFA 
Advisor Needs Assessment Re-
port indicated 67 percent of FFA 
advisors requested more resources 
on agricultural literacy and advo-
cacy for their student members. 
In a follow-up question, advisors 
answered that they especially de-
sired resources on “techniques 
for understanding and sharing all 
agricultural issues with those who 
have little knowledge of agricul-
ture” and “lesson plans to teach 
students the art of communicat-
ing, listening, understanding other 
views, and advocating.” 

In May 2017—after recogniz-
ing teachers’ desire for more ad-
vocacy resources and heeding the 
advice of stakeholders that young 
people need to better advocate for 
all food and agricultural systems 
and issues—the National FFA ag-
ricultural advocacy and literacy 
platform launched 
the Effective Ad-
vocacy Model. This 
four-step model al-
lows for a strategic, 
holistic approach 
to literacy and ad-
vocacy (see Figure 
1). For consistency 
and ease of use, the 
model is similar 
to other National 
FFA development 
models such as the 
National Chapter 
Awards and Pro-
gram of Activities 

models, and, in this case, address-
es the cyclical stages of effective 
advocacy. 

The four steps are:

1.	 Plan our conversations/events/
activities through knowledge 
of our audience and an under-
standing of the issue at hand.

2.	 Develop our key message(s) 
and solidify what we want to 
accomplish.

3.	 Do the work or deliver our 
message through keynote, 
conversation, outreach, or 
other appropriate methods of 
delivery.

4.	 Reflect on our outcomes and 
adapt to improve for future 
advocacy opportunities and 
repeat.

Since its inception, 7,500 stu-
dents have applied the model to 
their agricultural literacy and ad-
vocacy efforts. Students in Wis-
consin taught lessons on farm 

Figure 1 Effective Advocacy Model
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equipment and types of agricul-
ture to kids at a nearby elemen-
tary school. Students in Oklahoma 
called local farmers to thank them 
for growing healthy, nutritious 
foods and then encouraged their 
classmates to write thank you 
notes to other farmers in the area. 
State FFA officers at the State Of-
ficer Summit met with 212 con-
gressional offices to discuss the 
importance of agricultural educa-
tion, research programs, and other 
initiatives in the Farm Bill and 
similar pending legislation. 

National FFA puts the model to 
use through #SpeakAg Dialogues, 
a forum similar to National Public 
Radio’s “Intelligence Squared,” 
and designed to promote discus-
sion, sound reason, and effective 
conversation to transcend the po-
larized opinions of today’s agri-
culture. The dialogues exposes 
student members to multiple sides 
of hot-button agricultural issues. 

First, platform sponsors, stu-
dents, and interested stakehold-
ers plan the discussion through a 
brainstorm of relevant issues in 
food and agriculture. These issues 
could range from the prioritiza-
tion of farmland use to litigation 
impacting the way hog farms do 
business in North Carolina to soy-
bean trade in China. Once an issue 
is selected, National FFA writes it 
in the form of a question. For ex-
ample, questions for past #Speak-
Ag Dialogues include: “What is 
the biggest challenge a young 
person will face in their first five 
years back on the farm?” and 
“Why do other countries trade ag-
ricultural products with the U.S.?” 
This plan stage also includes de-
termining the target audience — 
ranging from state FFA officers to 
conference attendees — and the 
site location — ranging from the 

annual National FFA Convention 
& Expo to existing conferences 
and summits.

Next, National FFA identifies 
key experts in academia, business 
and industry, nonprofits, and other 
areas of work who develop their 
messages and individualized re-
sponses to the posed question. So, 
if the question was, “How should 
America prioritize its farmland?” 
the responses might be “feed,” 
represented by a major leader in 
animal health; “food,” represented 
by a chef or nutritionist or expert 
in growing food for human con-
sumption; and “fuel,” represent-
ed by an energy company. From 
there, the #SpeakAg Dialogues is 
hosted at the predetermined con-
ference or event, and experts rep-
resenting their particular response 
to the posed question enter into an 
Oxford-style debate while sitting 
amongst students, to determine 
the most favorable answer to the 
question of the day. At the start of 
the dialogue, students do by vot-
ing on their preferred response 
through an online voting system. 
At the end of the dialogue, stu-
dents reflect on what they heard 
from experts, how certain opin-
ions made them feel, and how their 
perceptions might have changed. 
Then, they vote again to indicate 
their preferred response to the ad-
dressed topic. 

When the second round of 
numbers come, students can vi-
sualize open-mindedness; fac-
tual, reasonable discussion; and 
the power of communication with 
those who disagree. It’s also where 
we can visualize effective advoca-
cy, not just the straight-to-social-
media kind, and expose a genera-
tion to viewpoints they might not 
have previously considered.

Victoria’s response and the re-
sponse of her meat-eater friends 
at the State Officer Summit this 
summer was part of a #SpeakAg 
Dialogues featuring the question, 
“What is your greatest area of con-
cern in food today?” That night, 
students were asked to choose be-
tween food labeling, food waste, 
and food affordability as their 
greatest areas of concern. Initially, 
47 percent voted food waste, 34 
percent food labeling, and 19 per-
cent food affordability. 

“Food waste, because when 
you see people in your commu-
nity go hungry and know that your 
own family doesn’t even think 
twice before purchasing food they 
might never get around to eating, 
you know you have a problem,” 
said a state officer from Kansas.

“Food labeling, because I can’t 
even go to the grocery store with-
out seeing misconceptions about 
food like the food my family and 
I grow on our farm,” said another 
officer from California. 

“Food affordability, because 
my mom said our grocery bill is 
astronomical and only getting 
worse,” said an officer from Ten-
nessee with two snaps from others 
at his table – a sign that his peers 
agreed with him.

After having discussions like 
these at their dinner tables and 
hearing experts representing ani-
mal agriculture, U.S. politics, 
and nutrition speak to the areas of 
concern, state FFA officers voted 
again. This time, 48 percent were 
for food affordability, 29 percent 
for food labeling, and 23 percent 
for food waste. That was a 29 per-
cent increase for food affordabil-
ity.  
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Other #SpeakAg Dialogues 
have seen this kind of percentage 
change too. For example, when 
asked about the future of food pro-
duction in America, and when giv-
en “organic” and “conventional” 
as the selected responses, students 
chose conventional agriculture as 
the future of food production in 
both votes, but not without sev-
eral students changing their vote 
to the organic bracket first. And, 
while there are no winners or los-
ers in #SpeakAg Dialogues, ex-
perts receiving such a drastic sway 
to their responses ought to feel 
proud — not for championing or 
overpowering the discussion, but 
for feeling as if they were behind 
a changed perspective for a subset 
of students in an hour’s time. 

#SpeakAg Dialogues is repre-
sentative of the Effective Advoca-
cy Model and of a strong belief at 
National FFA that FFA members 
need to lead their communities in 
the language and understanding of 
agriculture. When stronger voices 
are created through resources-
sharing and modeling, and when 
FFA members effectively commu-
nicate with their friends and fam-
ily, consumers and producers start 

feeling a lot more like neighbors 
instead of enemies. As a result, 
healthier dialogues about food 
and agriculture take place across 
the nation and around the world. 
#SpeakAg is more than a hashtag. 
It is a way of thinking; a move-
ment; a language. It’s simple, 
too — FFA members can take the 
knowledge they learn in the class-
room, their supervised agricultural 
experiences, and FFA to bring in-
sightful, first-hand experiences to 
communicate agriculture to others. 
By becoming fluent in agriculture 
and sharing their knowledge, FFA 
members can make a difference in 
their communities and our world. 

1 The State Officer Summit is a three-day 
advocacy training experience open to all 375 
state FFA officers in all 50 states, Puerto Rico, 
and the U.S. Virgin Islands. Training focuses 
on serving as an advocate and developing 
clear and consistent messaging for agricul-
ture, FFA, and agricultural education.

Riley W. Pagett is the Director of Advocacy 
and Government Relations for the National 
FFA Organization in the headquarters opera-
tions office in Washington, D.C. Prior to his 
work with National FFA, Riley served as leg-
islative staff for the House Agriculture Com-
mittee and then U.S. Senator James Lankford. 
He earned a B.S. in agricultural communica-
tions from Oklahoma State University and a 
J.D. from American University Washington 
College of Law. 

Jordan Henry is the Education Specialist - agri-
cultural literacy and advocacy - for the National 
FFA Organization, and is also based in Washing-
ton, D.C. She directs the #SpeakAg Dialogues and 
other work of the agricultural literacy and advo-
cacy platform. Originally from Michigan, Jordan 
earned a B.S. in community development from 
Central Michigan University. 
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Adventures in Advocating for Agriculture
by Elissa McLerran

When I was younger, I told 
my family I wanted to “get paid 
to talk” when I grew up. Modest, 
right? Fast-forward 20 years later, 
and ironically enough, that’s prac-
tically what I do. As a Legislative 
Assistant, hired primarily to work 
on agriculture and food issues, 
much of my day consists of talking 
with and listening to people about 
issues, challenges, and things that 
need to be improved. Audiences 
vary, but I meet with everyone 
from cattle farmers to dietitians. 
However, I also meet with many 
people who do not have a back-
ground or first-hand experience in 
production agriculture, so I spend 
a lot of time crafting a message 
that can be transformed and trans-
lated to fit the audience.  

In my work, I have the op-
portunity to cover a wide range 
of topics.  This has allowed me 
to chat through sticky subjects 
that have multiple, nuanced lay-
ers or need to be boiled down into 
simpler lingo. Audiences often 
include people with no personal, 
first-hand knowledge or connec-
tion with how our food and fiber 
are grown. They may be unaware 
that their interest in and knowl-
edge about agriculture is crucial 
to the maintenance and improve-
ment of healthful food production. 
Well-informed people can help 
improve the physical health and 
economic and political stability 
of the world by promoting good 
agriculture policy and practices. 
For these reasons, I have decided 
to share personal experiences and 
lessons I have learned.  

Lesson 1. Experiences shape opin-
ions. 

I grew up in a conventional farm-
ing family in a rural southern town. 
Conventional production is what I 
understand best and where I draw my 
personal preference line in the sand. 
But I have also come to understand 
that some people prefer other types of 
food production. I come from a “meat 
and three” background, which in the 
South is haute cuisine. A “meat and 
three” plate is a meat and three sides, 
but the key word here is meat. 

Before I went to college, when 
I heard the word vegan or vegetar-
ian, the image that came to mind 
was people with dreadlocks, arms 
wrapped around trees in a forest, 
and with recycle symbols tattooed 
on their biceps. Not that any of these 
things are bad, I just hadn’t been ex-
posed to anyone who practiced veg-
anism or vegetarianism. I was floored 
when my freshman college chemistry 
lab partner was vegetarian, some-
thing I learned the hard way. During 
a class discussion one day, meat-al-
ternative diets were being discussed. 
I quickly shared my opinion about 
how I thought only hippies could be 
vegans/vegetarians, and asked why 
anyone would NOT want to eat meat 
anyway? At first, my partner just sat 
there quietly, then he shyly said, “I’m 
actually a vegetarian.” 

Once I picked my jaw up off the 
floor and got the taste of foot out of 
my mouth, I quickly apologized for 
making rude assumptions. He was ex-
tremely gracious and said, “I get that 
a lot.” But then he let me ask as many 
questions as I wanted. He explained 
that his parents were vegetarian and 
raised him the same way. While we 
had different upbringings, we were 
able to share a conversation. 

My experiences shaped my opin-
ions, giving way to preconceived no-
tions.

 Having this encounter, though it 
was a bit embarrassing, opened my 
mind to others’ experiences. While 
my lab partner didn’t convert me to 
become a vegetarian, he helped me 
understand viewpoints different than 
my own, which should be the goal in 
any conversation—not necessarily to 
change someone’s mind, but to learn 
from each other. 

T h i s 
i n s t a n c e 
taught me 
that, while 
my atti-
tudes stem 
from what 
I’ve expe-

rienced, I do not always need to be 
the first to share my opinion, and I 
should try to learn from others when 
I have the chance. 

Lesson 2. People crave dialogue.

I once had a coworker who told 
me she did not eat chicken because 
there are too many hormones and ste-
roids injected into the birds, making 
them unhealthy and unsafe. When I 
heard this, I was pretty shocked and 
felt the heat rise in my face as my 
frustration grew. When I asked where 
this information came from, she told 
me it was from a Netflix documen-
tary she had watched. 

While I was a bit taken aback 
at the first comment, I knew that if I 
popped off a snarky answer, a barrier 
would immediately go up between us, 
and I would not be able to share my 
opinion as freely. She wasn’t looking 
for debate, she was seeking dialogue. 
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What I’ve found in this instant informa-
tion age is people are not always looking 

for more 
i n f o r m a -
tion. They 
crave con-
versation. 

I n -
stead of 
snapp ing 

at her and telling her all the ways she 
was wrong (which might have been my 
kneejerk reaction), I opened the conver-
sation for further dialogue. I asked ques-
tions and listened. I was able to share 
with her that hormones and steroids are 
not allowed in the raising and growing of 
chickens. I also shared that farmers, like 
my own family, treat their animals with 
the highest level of care because they are 
concerned about the well-being of their 
animals and consumers. They produce 
safe, quality food products.

By listening to my coworker and 
asking her questions, we were able to 
engage in an honest dialogue about con-
cerns she has with the food industry, and 
I was able to share my experiences with 
her and alleviate many of her specific 
concerns. I may not have completely 
changed her opinion on everything, but 
I was able to share scientifically sound 
information coupled with personal tes-
timony. She ended the conversation by 
saying, “Maybe I shouldn’t believe ev-
erything I see on TV.” 

Lesson 3. Speak up but be credible

With everything I have said about 
myself in the previous sentences, it may 
be hard to believe, but there have been 
many times when I was afraid of rock-
ing the boat and sharing an opinion I 
felt might be unpopular or hard to de-
fend. However, I’ve realized if I don’t 
share my own experiences and first-
hand knowledge, others will; and others' 
thoughts may be skewed because of a 
lack of accurate information. I must be 

willing to speak up.

With the willingness to speak 
comes the responsibility of being 
a credible source. I must do my 
own research to make sure I share 
factually and scientifically sound 
information. With so much infor-
mation and noise-cluttering com-
munication outlets, credibility is 
key. 

I recently had a conversation 
about cell-cultured meat that some 
refer to as “clean meat.” Person-

ally, the phrase “clean meat” con-
cerns me as a food and agriculture 
advocate. If something is called 
clean, will consumers think other 
food is dirty?  In my meeting with 
proponents of labeling this prod-
uct as clean, the meeting attendees 
shared the reasons why they feel it 
should be labeled this way. They 
asked me what I thought and what 
my background was, and admit-
tedly, I became a bit shy. Then I 
remembered the importance of 
speaking up and letting my voice 
be heard.

I shared the reasoning for 
my concerns with using the term 
“clean meat.” How families like 
mine who are commercial poul-
try and beef producers work day 
in and day out to provide the most 
wholesome, quality foods. I am 
concerned the labeling of this 
meat product as “clean” will lead 
to increased consumer mistrust 
and degradation of the safe prac-

tices we have in the food industry. 
While we didn’t change each other’s 
minds, the meeting ended with the 
group saying they would like to stay 
in touch as products continue to be 
developed and come to the market-
place. 

Communicating about agricul-
ture and food production to a very di-
verse public may not always be easy, 
but it will always be necessary. I 
believe those in agriculture have the 
primary responsibility for educating 
those who are not. When faced with 
the opportunity to share your story, 
speak up. Be a credible source that 
people seek out for dialogue. Help 
shape the opinions of the public by 
bringing your experiences to the ta-
ble, and always be willing to listen to 
the other side of the story. 

Elissa McLerran grew up in a family 
where visiting on the porch and sharing 
stories with her family and neighbors was 
a regular occurrence. She developed a 
love of conversation, and after earning 
her bachelor’s degree in Agri-Business 
Management from Tennessee Tech, went 
on to earn a Master’s of Science in Agri-
culture Communications from Texas Tech 
to hone her communications skills. 
Now she’s pursuing her dream of weaving 
together agriculture, politics and sharing 
conversations as a Legislative Assistant 
in the U.S. House of Representatives in 
Washington, D.C.
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by Garrett M. Steede and Erica 
Irlbeck

Over the past few years, 
agricultural advocacy 
has become a popu-
lar term across the 

country. Consumer understand-
ing of the agricultural industry 
has quickly become a priority for 
industry and commodity groups, 
and employers are looking for 
people who can successfully ad-
vocate for the industry. Countless 
job postings indicate the need for 
a candidate who can advocate for 
the industry. 

At Texas Tech University, 
we saw an opportunity in our 
curriculum to meet the needs of 
those hiring our graduates. At the 
same time, many of our students 
and alumni shared they felt unin-
formed about various segments of 
the industry. For example, some-
one may feel very confident dis-
cussing the cotton industry, but 
did not know much about the 
dairy industry. This lack of confi-
dence hinders their willingness to 
speak up and advocate about these 
less familiar areas of agriculture. 

Agricultural advocacy is of-
ten a combination of interperson-
al, online, written and persuasive 

THEME ARTICLE

Advocating for an Advocacy Course
communications combined with in-
dustry knowledge. We saw a need to 
teach these concepts collectively to 
prepare our students to advocate for 
agriculture. 

Guided by the input from our stu-
dents and alumni, combined with a 
qualitative study of key leaders in ag-
ricultural advocacy, we developed the 
Advocating for Agriculture course at 
Texas Tech. 

The Course:

The purpose of the Advocating 
for Agriculture course is to expand 
students’ understanding of the ag-
ricultural industry and their role as 
communicators in providing the con-
nection from the producer to the con-
sumer.  The course is designed to help 
students develop skills in persuasive 
writing, speaking, and online com-
munication regarding issues facing 
production agriculture, agricultural 
policy, and consumer perceptions 
surrounding agriculture. 

To accomplish the purpose of the 
course, the students learn – through 
guest speakers – about the various 
sectors of the agricultural industry 
in the Lubbock, Texas, area as well 
as commodity groups, cooperatives, 
water resources, and Cooperative 
Extension. Students also learn skills 
related to audience analysis, public 
engagement, listening, interpersonal 
communications, intercultural com-
munications, and public speaking. 

The assignments in the course 
include participating in AgChat on 
Twitter, posting weekly tweets, writ-
ing an agricultural news report, con-
ducting an audience analysis, and 
completing a post-course reflection 
paper. We also created several unique 
assignments for the class. One was 

the elevator speech where students 
were assigned a common misconcep-
tion about agriculture and had to role-
play the situation with a classmate to 

help that person gain a better under-
standing of the industry. Another as-
signment was a trade show booth that 
required the students to research an 
agricultural company or commodity 
and promote it in a mock trade show. 
Students were also required to iden-
tify an existing agricultural advocate 
on social media, follow the person for 
several weeks, and describe what this 
person is doing to advocate for the 
industry.  

The Response:

As with every new course, we 
learned and adapted each semester. 
Most students who took the class said 
they enjoyed the guest speakers and 
learned from the real-world applica-
tion activities. Each semester when 
we started the elevator speeches, the 
students disliked them greatly. They 
said they felt uncomfortable being 
asked challenging or controversial 
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questions regarding an industry they 
were not comfortable with, however; 
we knew students would commonly 
find themselves in situations just like 
this in the real world, so we pressed 
on. At the end of each semester when 
we looked at our course evaluations 
and the students’ writing reflections, 
students would consistently say their 
favorite part of the class was the el-
evator speeches. They recognized 
this activity was challenging at first, 
but they eventually became more 
comfortable and ultimately enjoyed 
defending agriculture using sound 
listening skills, asking genuine ques-
tions supported  by a desire to better 
understand the individual’s view-
point, and sharing their own personal 
experiences and knowledge in a man-
ner that allows them to connect with 
individuals on a personal level.   

Making It Your Own:

While the manpower within your 
department may or may not allow 
for you to add a course such as this 
to your curriculum, we hope to offer 

some options for including aspects 
of our curriculum into other courses 
you may teach. One assignment we 
as instructors enjoyed was the This 
Week in Agriculture assignment. 

At the beginning of the semes-
ter, students were randomly placed 
into teams of two and assigned one 
week during the semester when 
they would follow agriculture news 

carefully. On the last day of class 
that week, they would give a 15-min-
ute report about what happened. We 
stipulated this assignment could not 
be a PowerPoint presentation, but 
students could make an infographic 
for the week, a newsletter, or a video. 
The idea behind this assignment was 
to demonstrate to students the impor-
tance of following agriculture news 
so they stay informed and are ad-
equately prepared to advocate when 
questions or concerns arise from 
friends, family, or even strangers. 

This assignment could be ap-
plicable in almost any agriculture 
course. Adding the elevator speech 
activity to this would be a great way 
to incorporate two of our assignments 
into your already existing courses to 
provide more real-world context to 
your content area. 

Ultimately, this course evolves 
every semester. As new issues within 
agriculture arise and new communi-
cations platforms become popular, 
the course must be shifted to best 
develop the agricultural advocate. As 
you consider adding an agricultural 
advocacy course to your curriculum – 
or adding some of these assignments 
to a currently offered course – keep in 
mind that as we develop agricultural 
advocates, we must prepare our stu-
dents to communicate from a level of 
understanding. We must teach them 
to listen more than they speak and to 
share their own knowledge and per-
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sonal experiences not from a place 
of pride or anger, but from a place of 
caring and hope for improving agri-
culture’s reputation. 
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