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An Adequate Supply of Teachers: The Future of the 
Agricultural Education Profession is at Stake

by Harry N. Boone, Jr.

The sky is falling…. The 
sky is falling.  Just as in 
the tale of “Chicken Little” 
there are exaggerations and 

truths in the title to this article.  Re-
search conducted by the American 
Association of Agricultural Educa-
tors (Kantrovich, 2010) has shown 
an overall nationwide shortage of 
agricultural education teachers.  This 
shortage has been exacerbated by ef-
forts to increase the number of agri-
cultural education programs. These 
are the truths.  The future of the 
profession is at stake, at least in the 
short run, is the exaggeration.  Let’s 
be clear on the wording: I said it was 
an exaggeration and not a false state-
ment.  One must remember that the 
profession cannot continue its current 
offerings, and possibly expand pro-
grams, on a dwindling supply of new 
teachers.    

This issue is devoted to ways of 
attracting new individuals to the pro-
fession and, once they are in the fi eld, 
keeping them there.  Current agricul-
tural education teachers have a major 
role to play in both the recruitment 
of new teachers and making certain 
that new teachers are successful and 
remain in the profession.  

Identifying  Potential Teachers 

All agricultural education teach-
ers must ask:  Am I encouraging my 
best students to following in my foot-
steps?  Good teachers have a tremen-
dous infl uence on their students.  I 
am where I am today because of my 
high school agricultural education 
teachers.  Identify your best students 
and encourage them to follow in your 
footsteps.  Before you can honestly 
encourage someone to follow in your 

footsteps you must ask yourself if 
you are successfully balancing your 
professional career and your person-
al life.  Are you devoting numerous 
hours to your students at the sacri-
fi ce of your family?  If you have not 
achieved that balance it will be hard 
to recommend “your” profession to 
others because the students will see 
through the façade.  “For I know the 
joys and discomforts of …”  Be hon-
est with the students as you encour-
age them to enter the profession.  Let 
them observe the “highs” and “lows” 
of the profession.  

Encourage New Graduates

Studies have shown that between 
25 and 50 percent of graduates who 
are certifi ed, never enter the profes-
sion.  First we must understand the 
reasons these students fail to enter 
the profession.  Was it the availabil-
ity of teaching positions, a bad stu-
dent teaching experience, or the fact 
that we prepare outstanding gradu-
ates that can enter and succeed in 
other agriculture professions?  We 
have little control over the availabil-
ity of teaching positions except that 
teachers should always be looking 
for ways to expand their program and 
possibly add a new teacher.  We can, 
however, encourage our students to 
look beyond community, county, and 
state boundaries for potential teach-
ing positions.  

As teacher educators we must 
take care to carefully “match” student 
teachers and cooperating teachers to 
ensure that all parties have a success-
ful and fulfi lling experience.  A good 
experience as a student teacher will go 
a long way in encouraging a student 
to enter the profession.  Agricultural 
education graduates are individuals 
with a comprehensive knowledge 

of agriculture, good communication 
skills, and the ability to share their 
knowledge and skills in formal and 
informal educational settings.  These 
are valuable skills desired by all em-
ployers.  As teachers and teacher edu-
cators, we need to make sure that the 
teaching positions are as attractive as 
the manager trainee for the farm sup-
ply company.

Mentorship Programs

Once the prospective teacher 
enters the profession, it is the role 
of the profession, as well as state 
staff and teacher educators, to do 
everything possible to make certain 
the individual has a successful en-
try into the profession.  Every state 
teachers association should develop 
a formal mentorship program for its 
new members.  While a mentorship 
program provides a number of valu-
able assets to a beginning teacher, the 
biggest item is support.  Just having 
someone to talk to and ask advice 
will guide a rookie through some 
rough situations. 

There is no magical solution to the 
teacher shortage problem.  Through a 
combination of good sound practices 
at all levels of the profession we can 
take strides toward insuring a contin-
uous supply of agricultural education 
teachers.  
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THEME EDITOR COMMENTS

How an Outfi t Can Infl uence a Profession?
by Ellen Thompson

In December of 2008, as I stood 
in my closet to pick out the 
outfi t I would wear on the last 
day of school before Christ-

mas break, I had an idea.  Since it 
was the last day before break I was 
thinking of wearing a t-shirt, a Teach 
Ag t-shirt, the one I had received 
from taking part in the NAAE Fam-
ily Feud game at the 2008 National 
FFA Convention with my students.  I 
was thinking about how wearing the 
t-shirt could be a catalyst for starting 
a discussion that day about how much 
I love being an ag teacher.  Which 
started me thinking that maybe I 
could coordinate something like that 
in Minnesota, where all the ag teach-
ers would wear a Teach Ag t-shirt and 
talk to their students about becoming 
an ag teacher.  Well as you hopefully 
know by now that idea was the basis 
for National Teach Ag Day, the Teach 
Ag video, and ultimately the creation 
of what is now the National Teach 
Ag Campaign.  I share this story with 
you because this simple act of outfi t 
declaration led to a national initiative 
that is growing and multiplying to ad-
dress the issue of agriculture teacher 
recruitment and retention. 

It also serves to remind us all that 
one person can change the world.  
You can change the world starting 
with one student or one colleague.  I 
am really proud of the National Teach 
Ag Campaign and it is not because I 
am biased.  The National Teach Ag 
Campaign is actively engaged in the 
recruitment and retention of agricul-
ture teachers while celebrating the 
contribution that ag teachers make 
in their communities.  Who have you 
Tagged To Teach Ag in your own 
classroom?  How have you contrib-
uted to local, state, regional, and 
national Teach Ag events?  In what 
ways have you reached out to men-
tor a new teacher or help a veteran 
teacher who is struggling? It is within 
each of us and is our responsibility to 
ensure an adequate supply of agricul-
ture teachers in all states. The more 
I am involved in the National Teach 
Ag Campaign the less I see borders.  
Borders, whether they are geographi-
cal or personal, only serve to limit 
the creativity and collaboration we 
should be utilizing.  

I know some states are not ex-
periencing a teacher shortage, today.  
What if for a minute we all take a trip 
into fantasyland where agriculture 

Ellen Thompson, the July-August 
Theme Editor, is the National Teach 
Ag Campaign Coordinator for the 
National Association of Agricultural 
Educators.

education programs are identifi ed 
by the masses as an effective means 
for teaching students about problem 
solving, leadership, and communica-
tion (think three circle model, CASE, 
and FFA)? And because of this dis-
tinction new ag education programs 
start popping up everywhere.  Well I 
hate to burst your fantasy bubble but 
this can and will happen if we posi-
tion ourselves properly.  Do we have 
the people to fi ll these new positions?  
Do we have the diversity of people 
to fi ll these new positions?  Based 
on my current anecdotal evidence I 
would say currently we do not.  

Thank you to the article authors 
of this issue.  I am continually hum-
bled by the collegiality of this profes-
sion. This issue is packed with some 
incredible ideas for recruiting and 
retaining an agriculture education 
workforce.  If you have not jumped 
on the Teach Ag bandwagon the time 
is now.  I can think of no better reason 
to unite together than to work on this 
monumental issue of Maintaining an 
Adequate Supply of Agriculture Edu-
cation Teachers.  It affects program 
quality, program quantity, funding, 
job satisfaction, student success, and 
ultimately the survival and growth of 
ag education.  

Upcoming Themes 
November-December: Balancing Career and Family: Preventing 

Burnout

Jamie M. Cano, Associate Professor 
Dept. of Human and Community Resource Development The Ohio 
State University 
212 Ag. Admin. Bldg. 2120 Fyffe Road 
Columbus, OH 43210 
Email: cano.1@osu.edu 
Phone: 614-292-9094 Fax: 614-292-7007
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Gotta Get ‘Em There First… 
Then, Let’s Worry About Keeping ‘Em!

THEME ARTICLE

by Becki Lawver and Amy Smith

Often, when the topic of “is-
sues or challenges facing 
agricultural education” 
comes up in professional 

conversation, the phrase “recruitment 
and retention” is tossed about. We 
all realize that something needs to 
be done – but, it seems that too often 
we’re not sure where to begin our ef-
forts, or if it is even our job. Actually, 
it is everyone’s job – we each need 
to do what we can to encourage our 
students to pursue careers in agricul-
tural education and keep them in the 
profession. It will do little good for 
the profession if we get ‘em there, but 
can’t keep ‘em. As a profession, how 
do we do that?

Getting ‘Em

With regard to getting ‘em there, 
let’s consider the following proverb 
and its implications for our profes-
sion… Each One Teach One. This 
proverb originated in the United 
States during a time when African 
Americans were denied an education 
in an effort to keep them obedient. 
Those in power feared that if Afri-
can Americans learned to read and 
write, they could no longer be con-
trolled. However, some individuals, 
often considered esteemed members 
of their community, were able to read 
and write. These brave individuals 
risked their own lives to educate oth-
ers in their community. They consid-
ered it their duty to teach someone 
else, thus generating the phrase ‘each 
one teach one.’  

In today’s society, this proverb 
has been borrowed time and again to 
demonstrate the importance of shar-
ing knowledge with others, and has 

even developed into a teaching strat-
egy used to encourage students to be-
come a part of instruction by sharing 
their knowledge with peers. Howev-
er, we propose that this proverb can 
have even further implications for ag-
ricultural education. Imagine if “each 
one” of us, as agricultural educators 
took the proverb to heart, and sought 
to “teach one” about the career oppor-
tunities available in agricultural edu-
cation. Similar to those initial brave 
African Americans who considered it 
their duty to teach others to read, ag-
ricultural educators should consider 
it their duty to teach and encourage 
future agriculture teachers.

The most recent supply and de-
mand study conducted by Kantrovich 
(2010) indicates that teacher prepara-
tion institutions are graduating fewer 
students in agricultural education than 
there are jobs available. Further con-
cerns arise as another 25% of quali-
fi ed graduates choose careers outside 
of teaching (Kantrovich). While we 
certainly can’t expect 100% of Ag 
Ed graduates to enter the teaching 
fi eld, efforts to increase the number 
of students entering post-secondary 
programs in Agricultural Education 
would defi nitely help counteract the 
shortages we face. Across the nation 
many veteran agriculture teachers are 
reaching retirement age. If no suitable 
candidates are available when those 
positions are vacated, schools may be 
forced to shut down programs or fi ll 
the open positions with alternatively 
certifi ed teachers. 

Fortunately, we can do some-
thing about this situation! The solu-
tion begins in our own secondary 
classrooms and on our college cam-
puses. We don’t necessarily need spe-
cial campaigns or initiatives to solve 

the challenges we face as a profes-
sion; we each need to be working on 
recruitment every day – through our 
words and actions. Consider the fol-
lowing:

• Make it a priority to communicate 
with every student, in every class, 
every day. Take an interest in and 
acknowledge the students in your 
classroom.

• Your relationship with your stu-
dents sets the tone for the connec-
tions you will make with them. Is 
it positive? 

• Make goals challenging, but 
achievable. In other words, don’t 
set completely unrealistic goals for 
yourself, your program, and your 
students. Success breeds success. 

• Show your students that you care. 
When teachers do something spe-
cial for or with their students, they 
notice. If these students, later on, 
are considering careers where they 
can make a difference – they’ll re-
member when you did. 

• Talk about yourself! Share your 
history about how you got to where 
you are today and why you consid-
ered a career in Ag Ed. You are a 
great example and a link to the past 
for students; no one else can take 
your stories into the future unless 
you share them. 

• Share the great things about be-
ing an agriculture teacher; encour-
age them to think about a career in 
agricultural education. Often, all 
it takes for students to consider a 
certain major or career choice is 
knowing that someone they respect 
thinks they would be good at it.
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• Students may listen to what you say, 
but your actions speak even loud-
er than the words you say. When 
you talk about the roles and respon-
sibilities of your job, what do say? 
On those stressful days leading up 
to conventions, banquets and other 
major chapter activities, do your 
students get to see a positive exam-
ple of someone dealing with “job 
stress” or does it appear as though 
the job is too much?

• Don’t let yourself believe that the 
world is against you. Even if you 
are going through a rough spot, 
there will be good times ahead! 
Focus on the good times, think pos-
itive thoughts and it may help you 
see your situation in a better light.

• Plan and implement promotional 
activities for National Teach Ag 
Day, March 15, 2012! Teach a 
lesson about being an agriculture 
teacher to all your classes, provide 
opportunities for your students to 
“experience teaching,” and/or en-
courage them become a fan of the 
National Teach Ag Day Facebook 
page!  

Individually, 
none of these 
simple approaches 
will fi x the teacher 
shortage we face 
in agricultural ed-
ucation. However, 
if we each imple-
ment them – and 
work to accentu-
ate the positive in 
our profession, we 
may be surprised 
at the results. 
These small ef-
forts could gener-
ate an increased 
interest in teach-
ing agriculture 
among our stu-
dents and lead to a 
greater number of 

students enrolled in agricultural edu-
cation at colleges across the country. 

Keeping ‘Em

Each year hundreds of student 
teachers are assigned a cooperating 
teacher and turned loose, to some 
degree, in the classroom. While they 
are supported by a safety net of sorts, 
they are still nervous, anxious and ex-
cited. Take a moment and think back 
to your own college experiences. Not 
the social experiences that involved 
going out with friends, but the aca-
demic experiences that helped shape 
you as an agricultural educator. You 
may refl ect on the content courses 
you took, the student organizations 
you were a part of, or the fi eld experi-
ences you completed. Fast forward a 
bit now, to your college graduation…
as you shook the hand of some uni-
versity representative and were hand-
ed your degree, did you feel prepared 
to teach? Did you feel ready to get 
that set of keys and unlock the door 
to your classroom? If you were like 
most, you may have felt confi dent 
and prepared in some ways, yet ap-

prehensive and unprepared in others. 

Many times, those about to em-
bark on their fi rst teaching position 
wonder…

• What content is the most important 
to teach and how do I effectively 
address it all?

• Do I really know the content well 
enough to teach it anyway?

• Am I ready to handle classroom is-
sues and discipline problems?

• How in the world can I avoid miss-
ing important deadlines for FFA en-
tries, reports, and activities?

• How do I even fi nd out about the 
FFA deadlines?

• Will I have any time for myself, or 
should I just live at the school?

Of course, these questions are 
merely the tip of the iceberg when it 
comes to listing the concerns of new 
agricultural education teachers. How 
then, with that in mind, do our new 
teachers survive those fi rst few years? 
Well, some just “buckle down” and 
do what they have to do on their own. 
Others utilize a buddy system, relying 
on other teachers to share resources 
and commiserate. And, unfortunately, 
some don’t survive  – and decide to 
leave the profession in a hurry. At this 
point, it seems the question we need 
to ask ourselves is, once we’ve got 
‘em, how do we keep ‘em? 

For those more experienced 
teachers in the profession, on the 
front lines working alongside our 
new teachers, consider the following:

• What were the biggest concerns or 
challenges I faced when I began?

• What can I do to make the experi-
ences of new teachers better?

• Am I providing the support and en-
couragement necessary?

• How can I be a mentor to new 
teachers? 

Jason Reeve and Hailey Haslam demonstrate the proper 
way to give vaccinations during an undergraduate teach-
ing methods class at Utah State University. Jason teach-
es at Mountain Crest High School and Hailey teaches 
at Woods Cross High School. Both are beginning their 
teaching career this fall. 
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In the recent issue of the NAAE 
News & Views newsletter, NAAE 
President, Greg Curlin, stressed the 
importance of mentoring. He stated, 
“In our profession, we have learned 
from other teachers and profession-
als as we ourselves become veteran 
teachers.” Without a doubt, the ben-
efi ts of mentoring and coaching 
programs for new teachers in any 
profession are many. However, in ag-
ricultural education, such programs 
are even more important. Given the 
programmatic differences that ex-
ist from state-to-state, additional 
responsibilities related to SAE pro-
gram supervision, and ever changing 
and evolving degree programs, ap-
plications, and Career Development 
Events in the FFA, it is no wonder we 
have some overwhelmed new teach-
ers.  

You may be wondering, though, 
how to offer your help. First, you 
need to understand the perspectives 
of a new teacher. Specifi cally, there 
are many things new teachers in ag-
ricultural education want colleagues 
(in and outside of agricultural edu-
cation) to know. The following list 
of statements was generated by fi rst 
year agriculture teachers. 

As a beginning teacher, I really 
need my colleagues to know…

• I am not your typical teacher.
• I am unique and do things differ-

ently in my classroom.
• Not to assume that I know any-

thing! I’m still learning.
• I may seem to have it together, but 

it takes a lot of work for me to get 
that way.

• I am struggling to keep my head 
above water.

• I love and benefi t from feedback, 
input, and guidance.

• It can be intimidating to work with 
awesome, experienced teachers.

• That I feel like I am a weak link on 
the team.

• I look up to other teachers for ex-
amples and advice, please share 
with me.

• I really benefi t from teaching men-
tors and colleague support.

• I feel like I have far more to do than 
time to do it…please don’t ask me 
to do more.

• I am less familiar with the content 
than more experienced teachers…
please be patient with me as I learn.

• I have not yet learned to balance 
planning, grading, student interac-
tions, professional development, 
organizing, etc. 

• I have not learned how to balance 
my personal and work life.

• I take longer to teach a lesson than 
more experienced teachers.

• Sometimes I don’t even know what 
I’m supposed to be teaching.

• There is a lot for me to remember 
and not to remember…please nice-
ly remind me.

• This is my fi rst year and I am still 
learning HOW to do it. 

• I am human and will make mis-
takes, but I will learn from them.

Please consider these, and other, 
concerns that our new teachers may 
have. As you meet them and work 
along side them from time to time – 
genuinely take an interest in them. 
Check on them periodically, provide 
them with resources, share your sto-
ries, encourage and support them, be-
come a quality mentor to them. In the 
process, they will feel more a part of 
the profession and have a better idea 
of where to turn to for help and you 
will grow as a professional, veteran 
teacher in agricultural education. 

By learning, mentoring, and 
growing alongside our newest profes-
sionals, continuing to accentuate the 

positive in our profession, and edu-
cating our own students about career 
choices in Agricultural Education, 
our profession will be strengthened. 
As a result, we’ll recruit and retain 
more teachers than ever - proving 
we’re a profession that cares about 
not only getting ‘em there, but also is 
willing to do what we can do to keep 
‘em! 
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Maintaining an Adequate Supply of Agricultural 
Teachers, What is Your Role? 

THEME ARTICLE

by Shannon Lawrence and John Ray-
fi eld

Writing an article about 
sustaining the life-
blood of our profes-
sion seems easy at 

fi rst. There are so many directions 
one could go and questions to be 
answered—what are teacher educa-
tion programs doing to maintain the 

supply? How do we keep current and 
future agricultural education teach-
ers motivated? How do we educate 
the public about our profession? To 
answer the diffi cult questions on this 
issue, we as teachers should refl ect 
on our past, look at our present con-
dition, and conceptualize what needs 
to happen in the future.

R. W. Emerson once said “Do 
not go where the path may lead; go 
instead where there is no path and 
leave a trail.” Our predecessors have 
blazed a trail that has kept us on top 
of the career and technical education 
world for decades. We still reap the 
benefi t of many years of dedication 
and sacrifi ce from the pioneers of ag-
ricultural education.  Introspectively, 
we look at ourselves as a teacher and 
often see a person emulating our own 
agriculture teacher at many levels.

As we look at the past, we see 
the good and the bad. However, we 
can’t be too quick to try to live in the 
“glory days”—they are gone. The 
skills needed to navigate the perils 
and rewards of the modern classroom 
are not the same as they were 30, 20 
or even 10 years ago. We are induct-
ing a new type of teacher into the 
classroom, and in many instances, we 
don’t do a very good job of welcom-

ing them to the “family.” Most of us 
expect the new teachers to be like we 
were. Imagine how many teachers we 
would have if we only accepted those 
who grew up on a farm or ranch or 
had worked in agriculture their entire 
lives! In order to maintain the sup-
ply of agricultural education teachers 
needed, our profession must embrace 
the reality that we are becoming and 
will continue to become increasingly 
diverse in many ways. 

When we look at what we are 
doing in the present to maintain our 
supply of teachers, are we encourag-
ing our students to become agricul-
ture teachers? Are we presenting the 
profession in a positive light with our 
ethics and our time commitments? 
The Millennial Generation is a true 
phenomenon, and we should be cog-
nizant that they see through some of 
the smoke and mirrors we may put 

up at times. They want to be at home 
with their family and have some time 
to take care of some things outside 
of the school just like many of us do. 
Are we showing them how to balance 
family and career and be successful 
at both? How many ag teachers do 
we know now who are not burned out 
when or before they retire? Why do 
we wear 60-70 hour work weeks as a 
badge of honor? As long as we con-
tinue to model these behaviors, we 
will struggle to retain quality teach-
ers. Our work is important. Agricul-
ture education is not a job we clock in 
and clock out, but we need to contin-
ue to work to shift the paradigm into 
working smarter and not necessarily 
harder. The “how” part is something 
we must give a great deal of thought. 

Shannon Lawrence is a Graduate 
Teaching Assistant in the Department 
of Agricultural, Leadership, Educa-
tion, and Communications at Texas 
A&M University.

Dr. John Rayfi eld is an Assistant 
Professor  in the Department of Ag-
ricultural, Leadership, Education, 
and Communications at Texas A&M 
University.

continued on page 12

Our profession must embrace the 
reality that we are becoming and 
will continue to become increas-
ingly diverse in many ways. 
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Wisconsin Takes Pride in its New Teacher 
Programming 

THEME ARTICLE

by Rachel A. Sauvola

It’s not a secret that we need to 
maintain outstanding agricul-
ture programs and FFA chapters 
around our state and nation so 

that students can continue to be af-
forded excellent opportunities that 
will help them be productive citizens 
in our country.  Seeing a need for get-
ting new teachers off the ground run-
ning, the Wisconsin Association of 
Agricultural Educators developed a 
teacher-mentoring program back in 
2003.  As one of the founding mem-
bers of that program, I viewed it as an 
opportunity to give new colleagues 
what I viewed was missing when I 
entered the profession more than a 
decade ago.  

It started out as most mentoring 
programs do - a neighboring teacher 
who was formally trained (by a pro-
fessional trainer or the WAAE com-
mittee) helping the new professional.  
The mentor served as the sounding 
board for problems and issues that 
arose and helped the new teacher 
stay on track with deadlines and cur-
riculum essentials.  The new teach-
ers would attend our professional 
development conference and sit in 
one room, while seasoned veterans 
came through one after another to of-
fer them assistance and resources for 
whatever topic they were “experts” 
in for our state while other fabulous 
workshops would be going on around 
them that could give them curriculum 
ideas.

What we have today is a differ-
ent version of that program, which 
we know is helping our new col-
leagues even more!  Three years ago 
our committee realized that some 
major changes needed to be made 

to enhance the help we delivered to 
our newest teachers.  Members from 
our statewide committee, along with 
our new teachers, committed to com-
ing to the Professional Development 
Conference a day early to learn from 
each other.  Our program starts at 
2:00 p.m. on Sunday, with our regu-
lar conference taking place Monday 
through Thursday.  We know it’s a 
long time to be away from home and 
local programs, but the learning and 
growing that we do as professionals 
during that time is top notch and like 
no other we receive!

The Teacher Mentoring Commit-
tee members represent variety in our 
profession.  From years of service to 
specialties to gender to geographical 
location, we gather a core group of 
agricultural educators who are pas-
sionate about helping others, espe-
cially those folks who are just joining 
the world of agricultural education!  
The committee has worked hard to 
develop an agenda that is helpful, but 
not too overwhelming.

Over the last few years, we have 
used our state’s agricultural education 
listserv to pose questions and gather 
information from more than 300 
people in all facets of education.  We 
have asked for helpful labs and les-
sons, advice, ice breakers, scenarios 
that they have found themselves in as 
a professional, easy substitute teacher 
lesson plans, movie worksheets and 
more.  Our colleagues are the best 
around and have willingly shared a 
plethora of materials that our Teacher 
Mentoring Committee has turned into 
valuable tools to teach our new folks.  
We have also asked each of our vet-
eran teachers to identify themselves 
as an “expert” in an area of agricul-

tural education.  We update and pub-
lish this list yearly so that all who 
have access to it can pose questions 
to those folks for helpful feedback.  
Even veteran teachers take advantage 
of this list to learn new things from 
time to time!

During our Sunday program, 
each new teacher gets a binder fi lled 
with the items we collect so that they 
have a hard copy.  We compile a CD 
of goodies and the Ag in the Class-
room material is free for the taking.  
Each year our committee selects a 
book that we also pass along to our 
new instructors.  In past years we’ve 
used colleagues’ recommendations 
or have found useful resources in the 
ACTE bookstore while attending the 
national conference.

Throughout the conference, we 
discuss the “stuff” described above, 
but it’s really more about establish-
ing relationships.  We want these new 
professionals to realize that we have 
ALL been in their shoes.  We under-
stand the insecurities they are bring-
ing into the profession.  We under-
stand the uneasiness about moving 
to a new community and not doing 
it the way that Mr./Mrs. So-and-So 
did it.  We understand that they aren’t 
totally prepared for the classes they 
will teach or the FFA events they 
will participate in.  We want them to 
know that they can lean on us to get 
the help and support they need.  It no 
longer matters that we might not be 
right next door to them, but we ARE 
an email, text or phone call away.  

One member of our committee 
works to assign a geographical men-
tor.  She asks the mentor at the pro-
fessional development conference 
and then the two of them meet, mix 
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and mingle throughout the confer-
ence.  We also know many new teach-
ers will come to conference knowing 
they can count on help from their fi rst 
mentors – their cooperating teacher – 
but sometimes there are extenuating 
circumstances.  So we just want to 
make sure that we’re doing our best 
to provide any and all help that we 
can to get them off on the right foot.

Participants also meet and mingle 
with the WAAE Executive Director, 
the FFA and FFA Alumni Executive 
Directors, and the Wisconsin Farm 
Bureau Ag in the Classroom staff 
who all inform them about statewide 
initiatives and current things happen-
ing in each of their entities.  For din-
ner, we join together with the WAAE 
Executive Board who shares helpful 
insights with the new teachers as they 
answer scenario questions provided 
by the new teachers.  These questions 
are again gleaned from fellow pro-
fessionals who have really had those 
things happen to them.  The new 
teachers are often amazed by the situ-
ation and the answers they receive, 
but can catalog that information for 
use down the road.

Our evening culminates with 
fabulous door prizes, a social hour 
and much anticipation for an exciting 
educational conference.  You’ll easily 
fi nd people sharing stories and getting 
to know each other better because 
we set the tone that we’re a welcom-
ing bunch!  You’ll also see our new 
teachers neatly mingled with veterans 
as they attend the same workshops 
throughout the week – learning and 
gaining valuable agricultural resourc-
es to take back to their programs.  
They are infused into everything we 
do – from workshops to committee 
work – they are right there with the 
rest of us, asking questions, learning, 
growing and developing their profes-
sional network.

Since its inception, we have as-
sisted more than 24 new teachers.  
We’re happy to report that only one of 
the 24 has left our ranks and that was 
due to extenuating circumstances.  We 
used to have much higher turnaround 
than that because the support system 
just wasn’t in place to help those in 
need.  For example, in my graduat-
ing class of 14 twelve years ago, there 
are only six of us still teaching high 

school ag-
riculture.  
P e r h a p s 
some of 
t h o s e 
may have 
s t a y e d 
with us 
had they 
been giv-
en more 
i n i t i a l 
suppor t .  
This sum-
mer we’re 
again ex-
cited to 
have fi ve 
to seven 
more new 
teacher s 

join our ranks.  

As a side note, funding for our 
programming and resources comes 
from WAAE and the Department of 
Public Instruction.  Our statewide 
Fundraising Committee also helps us 
out because all of the money raised 
from our silent auction at the pro-
fessional development conference 
comes back into a fund for scholar-
ships for our new teachers to come 
to the WAAE PDC to attend the pro-
gram.  We’ve also gotten very cre-
ative in adopting those new folks into 
our hotel rooms and carpooling to 
make sure they can get there within a 
limited budget. 

Feedback from those going 
through our program has been won-
derful.  The one thing that sticks out 
year after year in the refl ection are the 
new teachers talking about how open 
and honest we are about the profes-
sion.  They are thankful for the can-
did answers to their questions and 
leave knowing that we will truly help 
them when they are in need.

Clearly, if you invest in your new 
people and develop positive helpful 
relationships, you too can have the 
success we’ve had in Wisconsin!    

Rachel A. Sauvola is an Agriscience 
Instructor and FFA Advisor at New 
Richmond High School, Wisconsin.  
She is Co-Chair of the Wisconsin 
Statewide Teacher Mentoring Com-
mittee.

Quality teachers are at the center of student successes. Dr. Larry 
Watson (right) and William Toothman discussing his State Equine 
Science Award with Marion County Technical Center (WV) Prin-
cipal Matt Call.
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Be a Hero, Be a Mentor 
THEME ARTICLE

by Laura Hasselquist

Who is your hero?  Is it 
Abraham Lincoln, El-
eanor Roosevelt, Mar-
tin Luther King Jr., or 

your mentor? – If it is not your men-
tor it should be!   Sometimes, it’s easy 
to rattle off people who are famous 
for making a difference, their infl u-
ence is everywhere, and their impact 
is undeniable.  But, who has had that 
kind of impact in your own personal 
life?  Think back to your fi rst few 
years of teaching, who helped you 
through the rough patches, who gave 
you advice about classroom manage-
ment, who was always willing to lis-
ten while you vented?  It may have 
been your offi cial “mentor” or maybe 
the teacher down the hall, or another 
ag teacher two schools over.  Regard-
less of what position that person held, 
they were a mentor when you needed 
it most.

 The fi rst few years of teaching 
can be summed up in one word: over-
whelming.  The guidance and support 
from a mentor can be the difference 
between a “one and done” teacher 
or someone who chooses to make 
education their profession.   Between 
curriculum writing, lesson planning, 
classroom management, FFA trips & 
fundraisers, and countless meetings; 
simply surviving that fi rst year is a 
daunting experience for young teach-
ers.  With all the unknowns out there 
it is easy to understand how a new 
teacher could throw their hands up in 
disgust and defeat.  With the help and 
guidance from a mentor all of that 
can be avoided.

Mentors can be a powerful force 
in a young teacher’s life.  I know -  
mine stopped me from making the 
worst decision of my life: leaving the 
teaching profession.  In Wisconsin, 

all fi rst year teachers are assigned a 
mentor through the Wisconsin As-
sociation of Agricultural Educators 
(WAAE).  I was lucky enough to 
have Brenda Scheil as my mentor.  
Brenda teaches just up the road from 
me, so we were, and still are, fortu-
nate enough to see each other at many 
different functions over the course of 
the year.  The fi rst time I talked with 
her she assured me that I could do 
it, I was what the program and kids 
needed, and above all I could face the 
challenges ahead.  Amazingly, she 
told me exactly what I needed to hear.  
I had recently gone through ten dif-
ferent interviews in two states only to 
be told, I was so close, I didn’t have 
enough experience, I wasn’t what 
they were looking for, etc.  Needless 
to say, my self-confi dence had taken 
a royal beating.   I fi nally landed my 
fi rst job (one week before the school 
year was to start) and was sure the 
district had just settled and hired me 
instead of a long term substitute.  Af-
ter that fi rst phone call, I knew I could 
also count on Brenda to answer any 
questions, offer advice, or just to talk 
when a listening ear was needed.

Traditionally, after the fi rst year 
the WAAE mentor program usually 
stops.  However, it was not until my 
second year that I came to realize 
how important a mentor truly was.  
My fi rst year had been challenging, 
but no more than normal.  During my 
second year of teaching, I had “the 
class.”  All teachers have “the class,” 
the one that makes all teachers recon-
sider their career, the one that when 
the assistant principal walks in for an 
observation, he draws a sharp breath 
in and at the end of the period he tells 
you, “That is an interesting group of 
students.  I see just about all of them 
on a daily basis.”  That class was the 
last class of the day.  A constant battle 

with the students is not how I pre-
ferred to end the day.  As the semes-
ter progressed I began to dread that 
class, it became like a black cloud 
hanging over my head.  After a partic-
ularly bad day of feeling completely 
inept and incompetent, I came home 
and typed my letter of resignation.  
Before I signed it, I decided to call 
Brenda.  After all, she had invested so 
much time in me and I felt she should 
know about my impending choice.  

I will never forget that conserva-
tion as long as I live.  I was sitting 
on my couch watching the rain on 
my window, when she answered the 
phone.  “Brenda, I am going to quit.  
I can’t do this anymore.  The kids de-
serve a better teacher.”  Her response 
was simple, but so powerful.  “No, 
you’re not.”  Two minutes of discus-
sion and reassurance was all it took.  
I hung up the phone and tore up my 
letter of resignation.  That was over 
three years ago, and the thought of 
leaving teaching has never crossed 
my mind again.  No matter what type 
of obstacle I encounter, I always hear 
Brenda’s voice, “ride the waves, we 
all have to ride the waves.  Be the 
surfer, sometimes we are on top of the 
wave, sometimes we get completely 
knocked off, the trick is to always get 
back up.”  

Regardless of how long you have 
been teaching, you still have valuable 
gifts, talents, and advice to share with 
young teachers.  You don’t have to be 
an offi cial mentor to make a differ-
ence either. Next time you are at an 
FFA event, sit and introduce yourself 
to the new teachers.  Take time to get 
to know them and ask how things are 
going.  This creates a feeling of be-
longing and gives the young teachers 
another option when they are search-
ing for guidance.  You don’t have to 
be an expert in anything or every-
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thing; you just have to be willing to 
help.  Sometimes, our most painful 
struggles can be the things we use to 
help others the most.  Sharing what 
we know and what we experienced 
with someone who is just begin-
ning to go through the same exact 
thing can a tremendous reassurance.  
Knowing that someone else has en-
dured that experience can be all the 
encouragement others need.    You 
never know how powerful and infl u-
ential one conversation or relation-
ship can be.

Mentors are defi ned as a wise 
and trusted counselor.  They come in 

Laura Hasselquist is an Agriscience 
Instructor and FFA Advisor at Chip-
pewa Falls Senior High School, Wis-
consin.  

many forms: classroom management 
expert, curriculum writer extraordi-
naire, the FFA application wizard, 
and in my case, career savior.  Are 
you willing to make the difference 
in the life of a young teacher?  Can 
you volunteer your time to be men-
tor?  We all have something to share 
with new teachers.  While they may 
not be faced with a professional cri-
sis, guidance is always appreciated 
as they try and make it through those 
fi rst few overwhelming years.  In the 
words of Josh Shipp, you don’t have 
to be the best to make a difference; 
you have to be willing to make a dif-

Maintaining an Adequate Supply of Agricultural 
Teachers, What is Your Role? (continued from page 8)

Looking to the future, what are 
our individual roles in maintaining 
the supply of agricultural education 
teachers?  Teacher education pro-
grams at the university level must 
continue to provide the foundation 
for success.  The programs respon-
sible for training our up and coming 
teachers must reinforce the concepts 
of strong classroom instruction, lead-
ership development through involve-
ment in the National FFA Organiza-
tion and strengthen our experiential 
learning opportunities through su-
pervised agricultural experiences. 
Teacher educators must also serve 
as a support mechanism for new and 
early career teachers. Having some-
one to lean on or to bounce ideas or 
frustrations off of is sometimes the 
difference between continuing to 
teach and leaving the profession. 

Agricultural education program 
directors at state and regional levels 
within states also have a role in main-
taining the supply of quality agricul-

tural educators.  Staying connected 
with early career teachers should pro-
vide a sense of encouragement and 
responsibility. It also conditions these 
teachers to a climate of accountabil-
ity within the educational system that 
is mandatory to ensure constant fund-
ing.

In conclusion, agriculture teach-
ers in middle and secondary schools 
are our fi rst line of defense in main-
taining the supply of agriculture 
teachers. They are the fi rst point of 
contact and exposure future teachers 
often have to the agricultural educa-
tion profession. Agricultural educa-
tion teachers should serve as role 
models in their community, should 
perform at a high level in the class-
room, and should provide opportu-
nities for their students to excel re-
gardless of their background or area 
of interest. When we have conversa-
tions with our students about teach-
ing agriculture, we should be positive 
and just as quick to encourage teach-

ing as we are a career in medicine or 
law. Furthermore, as we interact with 
the leaders of our communities and 
states, we should showcase all the 
things the students are doing. It will 
amaze some leaders as well as lay the 
foundation for expanding programs.

These are simple suggestions 
from two former agricultural edu-
cation teachers who have seen our 
profession through several differ-
ent lenses. We are grateful to be in 
the profession. It is our hope that we 
not only maintain the supply of agri-
culture teachers, but that we can in-
crease, both in quality and quantity, 
the supply of agricultural education 
teachers in our country. However, 
as society continues to change, our 
profession will have to change with 
it or we will see just how bad being 
complacent can be. Our families and 
students need us to continue to be the 
best we can be and continue to blaze 
a new trail.

ference.  Are you willing to make a 
difference?  Are you willing to be 
someone’s hero?
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Half the Battle...
THEME ARTICLE

by Becki Lawver

Recruiting students to teach 
secondary agricultural ed-
ucation is a critical com-
ponent in maintaining and 

growing agriculture programs across 
the country, but it is just half of the 
battle we face. As high school teach-
ers, teacher educators, and stakehold-
ers in agricultural education we need 
to begin looking more closely at what 
draws students into the agricultural 
education major, and then into the 
profession.

To begin, we need to fi rst identify 
factors that infl uence a student’s deci-
sion to become a secondary agricul-
ture teacher in the fi rst place. A 2009 
research study sought to identify the 
beliefs, attitudes, and intentions of 
145 senior agricultural education ma-
jors at 19 institutions in nine states 
throughout the Midwest. The follow-
ing summarizes the fi ndings of that 
study.

Who are they? 

The majority of these students 
(college seniors, majoring in agricul-
tural education) had been enrolled in 
high school agricultural education for 
four years, were members of the FFA, 
had an SAE project, and were mem-
bers of 4-H.

• What do they believe about 
teaching agricultural education? 

These students’ beliefs about 
teaching reveal that they consider 
teaching agricultural education as a 
highly skilled occupation that has a 
high social status. Additionally, they 
perceive it to be a career in which 
teachers have high morale. 

• What is their attitude about 
teaching agricultural education? 

These students’ attitudes about 
teaching agricultural education indi-
cate that they view teaching as a way 
to make contributions to society, they 
have had positive prior teaching and 
learning experiences, they believe 
that they have the ability to teach, 
they enjoy working with adolescents, 
and fi nd intrinsic value in the career.

• What is their intention to teach? 

These students, typically, are sat-
isfi ed with their choice to become an 
agriculture teacher, and the majority 
plan to pursue a career in teaching 
after student teaching and graduation.

• Does their background play a 
role in their attitude, beliefs, and 
intent to teach? 

NO! No difference was found 
in students’ intent to teach and their 
gender, how long they were enrolled 
in agricultural education courses, 
how long they were members of the 
FFA, participation in SAE, or their 
years of 4-H membership.

What does this mean for teachers, 
teacher educators, state staff, and 
other stakeholders interested in re-
cruiting the next generation of ag-
ricultural educators? 

1. Keep recruiting from high school 
classrooms.

Because the majority of the cur-
rent agricultural education majors 
come from high school agriculture 
programs, efforts should be made 
to continue to recruit students from 
these tried and true sources. How-
ever, as agriculture continues to grow 
and change, we should begin to ex-
plore recruiting from other popula-
tions including urban, suburban and 
rural areas where there is a high need 
for agriculture teachers and programs 
specifi cally where there are currently 
no programs in place. Recruiting ag-
riculture teachers from the other sci-
ences such as biology, environmental 
science or physical science could be 
explored as an alternative recruitment 
approach as well.  

2. Provide students with opportuni-
ties to teach, early.

These students believed that 
teaching agricultural education was 
a highly skilled career and that they 
possessed the skills to be successful. 
Most likely, these beliefs developed 
from positive teaching experiences 
and interactions with children and 
adolescents throughout 4-H and FFA 
involvement, community activities, 
or employment. High school teachers 
should continue to capitalize on ag-
ricultural education SAE, PALS, and 
other informal teaching opportunities 
and provide high school students with 
the chance to test the waters. Teacher 
educators should concentrate on en-
hancing early, positive fi eld experi-

We need to begin looking more 
closely at what draws students into 
the agricultural education major.
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ences to maximize students’ knowl-
edge of teaching agriculture prior to 
student teaching. Finally, agricultural 
education majors need the opportu-
nity to take quality courses in techni-
cal agriculture that will enhance the 
content area knowledge they desire 
before they get to the classroom.

3. If you love your job, tell your stu-
dents!

These students believe that ag-
riculture teachers have high teacher 
morale. All of us need to promote the 
positive aspects of teaching agricul-
tural education, including working 
with kids, job security, and getting to 
teach something you really enjoy. As 
a profession, agricultural educators 
should continue to create programs 
and promote the profession as a ca-
reer that teachers truly enjoy and as 
one where teachers are well-respect-
ed. 

4. Visit with students who seem to 
have a passion for teaching.

Continue to endorse agricultural 
education as a career that is a match 
for students if they have a passion for 
teaching, wish to work with adoles-

cents, want a job that offers a steady 
career path, and can give them the op-
portunity to remain a lifelong learner 
of agriculture and teaching.

5. Don’t sell it as a fallback career!

These students CHOSE to major 
in agricultural education and WANT 
to teach when they are done. It was 
not considered a fallback career for 
these students, and should not be pro-
moted as such. Continue to support 
students’ confi dence in their career 
choice and encourage them as they 
develop.

Looking toward the future…

Recruiting agricultural educa-
tion majors is an essential component 
in our teacher education programs. 
Teacher educators should continue 
their recruitment efforts in the tradi-
tional arenas, such as the high school 
classroom and FFA activities. Yet, 
they should also be open to fi nding 
other areas for recruitment, such as 
high school science classrooms and 
urban schools with no agriculture pro-
grams. Secondary agriculture teach-
ers must work hard to sell their job. 
When teaching a careers unit, why 

not in-
corporate 
your job 
as an ag-
riculture 
teacher? 
Teachers 
could also 
p r o v i d e 
opportu-
nities for 
s tuden t s 
to experi-
ment with 
teaching 
y o u n g e r 
s tuden t s 
and then 
i d e n t i f y 
those who 

have an interest and talent for teach-
ing.  

We seem to have a reasonable 
supply of agricultural education ma-
jors across the country. In fact most 
students are completing their student 
teaching successfully and graduate 
on time. Yet, we should be aware of 
a current national study of the supply 
and demand for agricultural education 
that reports that almost half of new 
graduates chose careers other than 
teaching. This is something we need 
to start thinking about for the future 
as it can become problematic for cur-
rent agricultural education programs. 
Especially, if we have qualifi ed grad-
uates choosing to do something else. 
If a career in agricultural education 
is not seen as a fallback career, why 
are qualifi ed graduates choosing to 
do something else? If they believe 
that they have the skills and ability 
to teach, does industry offer them 
something better? Even though they 
believe that teachers have high mo-
rale and can make a positive differ-
ence, is it not all it’s cracked up to be? 
Does student teaching change their 
mind? Are they place bound? These, 
among others, are all questions we 
need to start thinking about. We’ve 
got students graduating as qualifi ed 
agricultural education teachers and 
most accept their fi rst teaching job, 
yet we still have some that choose 
to do something else. The next ques-
tion becomes, how do we get more of 
them into the profession, and better 
yet, how do we keep them?  

Dr. Becki Lawver is an Assistant Pro-
fessor in the Department of Agricul-
tural Education at Utah State Uni-
versity.

David Bourgeois, Agricultural Education Teacher at Ripley High 
School (WV), plays a major role in the success of his students.  
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Maintaining the Balance and Keeping the Sanity
THEME ARTICLE

by Cherie Rogier

First week of April: Farm Bu-
reau Youth Conference on 
Monday-Tuesday, District 
Public Speaking on Wednes-

day, Ag Safety Day Camp on Thurs-
day, Section Dairy Cattle CDE Fri-
day, and interview an American FFA 
Degree candidate on Saturday while 
he’s home for the weekend.  

Second week of April: Section 
Ag Business Management CDE and 
Section Ag Mechanics CDE on Tues-
day, host Section Horticulture CDE 
on Wednesday, another American 
FFA Degree interview on Thursday, 
and Section Livestock Judging CDE, 
District Dairy Cattle CDE, and Dis-
trict Horticulture CDE on Friday.  Oh 
wait, the National Chapter Award ap-
plication is due on Friday also.  

“Hey, Principal Daniels, we have 
fi ve FFA fi eld trips this month; one 
for Ag Safety Day Camp, three for 
Career Development Events, and a 
conference.  Yes, I’m taking several 
juniors.  Yes, I do realize that the 
ACT and state achievement tests are 
at the end of the month.” 

I think I’ve forgotten about what 
the majority of my paycheck comes 
from: teaching students about the im-
portance of agriculture.  So, in addi-
tion to the above list, I also need to 
teach six classes a day, make substi-
tute plans, and go to an IEP meeting 
or two. 

Is it any wonder why agriculture 
teachers get burnt out?  I feel like I’m 
juggling seven bowling balls while 
standing on a glass fl oor above a pool 
of hungry sharks.  I can’t even re-
member how many nights I was still 
at school at 9:00 p.m. during those 
two weeks.  Three of my closest 

friends are also agriculture teachers.  
I know I’m not alone in this. 

Are we crazy? 

No. We are agricultural educa-
tors, by choice.  Why? We realize the 
importance of agricultural education 
and want to ensure the future of ag-
riculture to the best of our abilities.  
Agricultural education is not a career, 

it is a passion.  Do what you love, 
love what you do.  

But what do we do when that pas-
sion overwhelms us? Consumes our 
lives to the point that we don’t have a 
life outside of agricultural education?  
Hello, agriculture teacher retention 
problem. 

The future of agricultural educa-
tion is dependent not only on recruit-
ing quality teacher candidates, but 
also retaining those teachers once 
they are in the classroom.  As all agri-
culture teachers know, while univer-
sity coursework helps to train us for 
a teaching career, in no way does it 
fully prepare us for the vast amount 
of work, responsibilities, and roles 
that we have as agriculture teachers 
and FFA advisors.  This can be over-
whelming even for the best of teach-
ers.  In order to maintain an adequate 
supply of agriculture teachers, we 
must focus on two things: encourag-
ing Ag Ed majors at the university 
level, and offering adequate support 
services during the fi rst 5-10 years of 
teaching when agriculture education 
teachers are most likely to leave the 

profession.  

In Illinois, 85% of the agricul-
ture teachers (271 of 318 schools) are 
members of the Illinois Association 
of Vocational Agriculture Teachers 
(IAVAT).  While the IAVAT is not the 
only group that works to keep people 
in agricultural education, it does play 
a big role.  The IAVAT provides nu-
merous activities to support new and 

upcoming agriculture teachers in its 
association, with the Ag Ed Teacher 
Recruitment and Retention commit-
tee at the helm of most of the work.  
This committee coordinates the IA-
VAT Student Branch for college ag-
ricultural education majors.  Addi-
tionally, the committee helps with the 
Beginning FFA Advisor’s workshop 
for fi rst year teachers, and in 2010, 
conducted an Unconference for 3rd-7th 
year teachers, focused on agriculture 
teacher burnout.  The IAVAT also of-
fers a special workshop for 1-5 year 
agriculture teachers in conjunction 
with its annual conference.  Outside 
of the IAVAT, the Illinois State Board 
of Education offers two graduate 
classes to agriculture teachers in their 
beginning years of teaching that fo-
cus on specifi c issues and activities 
that beginning teachers may struggle 
with.  

As this article continues, I am 
going to focus on a few events that I 
feel improve the recruitment and re-
tention of quality agriculture teachers 
in Illinois and nationwide. 

We must continue to decrease at-
trition rates of agriculture teachers.
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Student Branch

Student Branch is for any com-
munity college or university student 
considering a career in agricultural 
education.  It is a two-day, one night 
conference designed to provide ad-
ditional curriculum, FFA, classroom, 
and human resources to future ag-
riculture teachers.  There are three 
Student Branches each year.  Two are 
held in the fall and spring, with the 
location rotating between the four ag-
ricultural universities in Illinois. The 
other one is always held during the 
IAVAT Annual Conference.  

Each Student Branch offers 
workshops in curriculum, classroom 
management, and FFA.  CDE training 
has been popular, and offers hands-
on practice in both popular and lesser 
known CDE’s.  Often times, agricul-
ture teachers who have been success-
ful at the CDE have presented this 
workshop.  Other popular workshops 
in recent years have included teach-
ing agricultural mechanics, SAEs, 
professionalism, and so on.  One of 
the most popular segments of Student 
Branch is the “teacher discussion 
panel.” At each conference, a panel 
of agriculture teachers is brought in 
to discuss various topics, such as fi rst 
year challenges, how to work with 
parents and community members, the 
process of student teaching, and so 
on. Conference participants are able 
to ask questions of the panel and get 
a variety of answers and solutions 
to concerns and questions they may 
have.  

There are multiple benefi ts to 
Student Branch.  Besides the obvi-
ous benefi t of gaining new informa-
tion, one of the benefi ts is that it is 
organized and presented by current 
agriculture teachers.  This provides 
participants with real life solutions 
and ideas that have been proven.  Ad-
ditionally, it gives future agriculture 
teachers familiar faces and resourc-

es to turn to while they are student 
teaching and in the beginning stages 
of their career.  I know that for sev-
eral participants, it has helped them 
fi nd the agriculture department that 
suits their needs for student teaching, 
allowing them to have a more posi-
tive experience.  Finally, by holding 
the summer Student Branch in con-
junction with the state agriculture 
teacher’s conference, these future 
agriculture teachers are able to get a 
better understanding of the purpose 
and benefi ts of the professional orga-
nization. 

Unconference – Surviving Agricul-
ture Teacher Burnout

The idea for the Unconference 
came about after a discussion be-
tween several agriculture teachers in 
their  3rd-7th years of teaching – not 
quite a beginner, but not a veteran ei-
ther.  The discussion had included the 
various frustrations and challenges 
this demographic of teacher contin-
ued to face, how some were experi-
encing burnout, and how others could 
see it coming.  After realizing there 
were not any resources to help them 
through it, the Unconference was 
born.  The name Unconference was 
selected based on the purpose of the 
event.  Instead of being yet another 
formal, lecture-type conference to 
attend, the idea was to be an infor-
mal, interactive discussion of prob-
lems and solutions felt by agriculture 
teachers worried about becoming 
burnt out.  

Organized by Jay Solomonson 
of Orion High School and conducted 
by Dakota High School agriculture 
teacher Heather Obert, the Uncon-
ference was marketed specifi cally to 
teachers in their 3rd-7th year of teach-
ing.  Participants broke into pairs and 
interviewed one another, offering ev-
eryone a chance to refl ect on both suc-
cesses and struggles in their teaching 
careers thus far.  After the interviews, 

participants then compiled a list of 
the issues that continued to burden 
them and the group discussed each is-
sue, its importance, and brainstormed 
solutions.  

Besides the typical frustrations of 
time constraints, having a large num-
ber of commitments, and determining 
levels of achievement, other common 
themes were identifi ed.  Some of 
them included:

• Playing well with others – how do 
we deal with agriculture teachers 
we do not respect? 

• Balancing professional and person-
al lives – feeling guilty for putting 
one before the other. 

• How do you defi ne success – do 
we measure success based on the 
classroom or the FFA chapter? 

• Achieving success – you’ve 
achieved success, what’s the next 
challenge? Or, how can you ever be 
successful when you are always up 
against the best of the best?  

Several of the struggles that the 
participants experienced were in line 
with what research has found about 
why teachers get burnt out – work-
load, recognition, and personal char-
acteristics (Walker, Garton, Kitchel, 
2004). Unfortunately, there isn’t an 
easy, one-size-fi ts-all solution to 
each problem.  While participants 
were able to discuss solutions that 
had worked for them and others, 
each teacher must fi gure out what is 
best for them individually.  Overall 
though, some general ideas on deal-
ing with burnout were reinforced:

• Set limits (i.e. say that you are leav-
ing school at 5:30, and do it). What 
doesn’t get done today will still be 
there tomorrow. 

• Find ways to reduce your work-
load. Give fewer assignments, or 
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evaluate the CDE’s you compete 
in and eliminate ones that provide 
similar skills to students. 

• Have a hobby (mine is truck and 
tractor pulling).  Make time for that 
hobby, even if it is a week before 
the quarter ends, or if you have to 
take a personal day in the middle 
of getting record books ready for 
profi ciencies. 

• Accept that some things take years 
to change.  Do your best, everyday. 

Graduate Classes & Workshops

Offering graduate classes or 
workshops designed to provide ad-
ditional support to beginning agri-
culture teachers is an excellent idea 
that many states participate in.  The 
Facilitating Coordination in Agricul-
tural Education (FCAE) is a special 
project of the Illinois State Board of 
Education that works to promote and 
develop agricultural education and 
provide assistance and resources to 
current agriculture programs state-
wide.  Through FCAE, two gradu-
ate classes are offered in Illinois that 
provide new teachers with the neces-
sary resources and support needed to 
get through the fi rst years of teach-
ing.  One class is aimed directly at 
fi rst-year teachers.  The other class 
is intended for 2nd-5th year teach-
ers.  Because these classes meet four 
times throughout the year, continual 
support is provided as it is needed, 
rather than a one-time workshop ei-
ther at the beginning or the end of the 
school year.  The biggest challenge to 
these courses is coordinating every-
one’s schedules to allow for four days 
of class spread throughout the school 
year. 

One of the best resources that an 
agriculture teacher can use is their 
fellow agriculture teachers.  Things 
that have worked for one agriculture 
teacher can be tailored and adjusted 

to work for another.  

Others

Mentors – formal or informal. 
It is pertinent for every newer agri-
culture teacher to have not one, but 
multiple teachers they can turn to 
for guidance, assistance, and a role 
model.  Find a teacher you really ad-
mire, and watch them to see how they 
maintain a balance.  I am blessed to 
work with an agriculture teacher with 
26 years of experience.  Addition-
ally, there are two female agriculture 
teachers that I greatly admire in Illi-
nois.  Both have successful agricul-
ture programs (classroom and FFA), 
and are managing to balance their 
professional lives while also raising 
young children.  When I am at that 
stage in life, I hope that I can be as 
balanced as they are. 

Colleagues - I have an outstand-
ing teaching partner that I work with 
every day.  Three of my closest friends 
are agriculture teachers.  In addition 
to them, I have a great group of teach-
ers in my section and district that are 
supportive of each other, and always 
willing to lend an ear or a hand.  Have 
people you can talk to, commiserate 
with, and bounce ideas off.  

Professional organizations - Get 
involved with your state agricultural 
educator’s association.  You will 
meet some great individuals from 
your state and other states, which will 
help you stay motivated and excited 
about agricultural education. 

Resources - Don’t reinvent the 
wheel.  Use the NAAE Communi-
ties of Practice or other curriculum 
and instructional services out there.  
While you often will need to custom-
ize things to your own specifi cations, 
it will make your life easier.  Addi-
tionally, share your resources to make 
someone else’s lives easier.  The 
wheel rolls both ways. 

As agricultural educators, we 
must continue working to decrease 
attrition rates of agriculture teach-
ers.  With the number of agriculture 
teaching jobs that go unfi lled every 
year this is a major hurdle that must 
be crossed.  Each and every state 
needs to continue to offer resources 
and assistance to newer agriculture 
teachers, in order to keep them in the 
profession and help advance agricul-
tural education to the best that it has 
ever been. 

Resources

Facilitating Coordination of Agricul-
tural Education, 2009-10 Incen-
tive Funding Summary Report.

Walker, W. D., Garton, B. L., & 
Kitchel, T. J.  (2004).  Job satis-
faction and retention of second-
ary agriculture teachers.  Journal 
of Agricultural Education, 45(2), 
28-38. 

Cherie Rogier is an Agricultural In-
structor and FFA Advisor at Mt. Ver-
non Township High School, Illinois.  
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Bridging the Gap.... Connecting Secondary and 
University Programs to Grow the Next Generation

THEME ARTICLE

by Allison J. L. Touchstone

Recruiting new teachers. 
Recruiting students.  Rigor 
and relevance in the class-
room.  Dual credit and 

post secondary connections.  If it’s 
not one thing, it’s six others, or so it 
seems.  All of these issues and top-
ics are vital to the continued success 
and growth of agricultural education 
nationwide.  So which one to choose, 
prioritize?  The next question is, do 
we have to?

In a small state with relatively 
few agricultural education programs 
and even fewer teacher educators, 
Idaho has had the opportunity to be 
creative in student recruitment and 
retention at the secondary and post 
secondary levels while address-
ing state and federal requirements 
to maintain high quality programs.  
Idaho implemented a Teach Ag work-
shop in conjunction with the State 
FFA Leadership Conference in 2007 
as a recruitment activity (Touchstone, 
Swan, & Riesenberg, 2009b) simi-
lar to the efforts going on across the 
country.  The next school year, the 
University of Idaho, in conjunction 
with the Idaho Vocational Agriculture 
Teachers’ Association and the State 
Division of Professional Technical 
Education established a Dual Credit 
program that directly linked our land-
grant university with the secondary 
agricultural education programs in 
the state.  As a part of the Dual Credit 
program, one class is Survey of the 
Expectations and Responsibilities of 
Teaching High School Agriculture, 
otherwise known as The Bridge Proj-
ect (Touchstone, 2010; Touchstone, 
Swan, & Riesenberg, 2009a).  The 
purpose of this course is to bridge 
the gap between high school students 

considering becoming agriculture 
instructors and a teacher educator in 
the University of Idaho Department 
of Agricultural and Extension Educa-
tion.

Although these three activities 
may seem to have little in common 
except the time of their inception, 
they are integrally connected in their 
implementation and meeting state 
and national goals related to educa-
tion and teacher recruitment.  Idaho’s 
Team Ag Ed has been directly in-
volved in the development of each of 
these programs and their long term 
success.  The Teach Ag workshop is 
conducted annually by the teacher 
educators from the University of Ida-
ho.  However, it is an invitation only 
workshop at State FFA Leadership 
Convention.  The local instructors are 
asked to submit the names of two high 
quality students who might be inter-
ested in becoming ag teachers.  These 
students receive a personalized invi-
tation to participate in the workshop 
w h e r e 
university 
adminis-
t r a t i o n , 
f a c u l t y , 
students, 
I V A T A 
l e a d e r -
ship, state 
s t a f f , 
and FFA 
members 
d i s c u s s 
the need 
for qual-
ity agri-
c u l t u r e 
instructors 
and the 
long term 

benefi ts related to being a secondary 
agriculture instructor.  Students are 
encouraged to consider the profes-
sion by all of the presenters and are 
expected to ask questions of the pro-
fessionals in Idaho Agricultural Edu-
cation.

The Dual Credit program offers 
coursework in animal systems; plant 
systems; agribusiness systems; pow-
er, structural and technical systems; 
as well as agricultural education, 
which align directly with the national 
clusters project and state and nation-
ally recognized pathways (“Career 
Pathways,” 2010; Touchstone, 2006).  
Secondary instructors MUST be af-
fi liated in one of the technical agri-
culture areas to teach those courses, 
but all instructors are eligible to en-
roll students in agricultural education 
coursework.  The Bridge Project is 
designed to allow potential agricul-
ture instructors to get a taste of the 
profession while still in high school, 
allowing them to make more in-

High school students are nominated to attend the Teach Ag Work-
shop by their agriculture instructor as likely candidates to major 
in agricultural education and become the next generation of agri-
culture instructors.
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formed enrollment decisions.  Previ-
ous research has shown that students 
attending the University of Idaho with 
an initial major in agricultural educa-
tion have the highest college degree 
completion rate of any initial major in 
the College of Agricultural and Life 
Sciences (Braun, 2004; Touchstone 
& Riesenberg, 1997).

When participating in the Bridge 
Project, students are required to tutor 
other students, teach a lesson (or por-
tion of a lesson), conduct a research 
project and write a paper, assist in 
coaching an FFA CDE team, as well 
as attend district teacher meetings 
or activities.  These experiences al-
low students a fi rst-hand look at the 
responsibilities of a local agriculture 
instructor at the time when they are 
making life decisions and can be in-
volved on the teacher side of the po-
dium with direct supervision from the 
local instructor and guidance from 
the teacher educator.  

Michelle Ball, a senior agricul-
ture student in Idaho participated in 
The Bridge Project in the 2010-2011 
school year.  Michelle states:

I LOVED the class. As a high school 
agriculture student who spent most 
all of my time in the agriculture de-
partment, this class gave me anoth-
er reason to be there. It was also a 
benefi t as it allowed me to further 
explore what an agriculture instruc-
tor did aside from teaching in front 
of the class which helped me direct 
the other classes that I took in high 
school to better prepare myself for 
college. My Ag Ed 160 instructor and 
local agriculture advisors worked 
together to help me capitalize on the 
knowledge that I gained from this ex-
perience. They included me in a lot 
of discussions and decisions to let me 
be a part of real situations and issues 
that will come up in my future career 
as an agriculture instructor. My ad-
visors allowed me to fi ll a ‘Jr. Advi-

sor’ role. 
All three 
a s p e c t s 
of agri-
c u l t u r e 
education 
were ful-
fi lled both 
t h r o u g h 
the Ag Ed 
160 class 
as well as 
at the lo-
cal chap-
ter level; 
from as-
sisting in 
t r a i n i n g 
C a r e e r 
D e v e l -
o p m e n t 
E v e n t 
teams, helping students brainstorm 
and create plans for their Supervised 
Agriculture Experience, and the many 
hours of tutoring and even teaching 
a lesson or two here and there, this 
experience was amazing. Through 
my interaction with actual students 
in real situations, I was able to gain 
so much experience. The hands on in-
teractions are things that simply can-
not be learned from a book. It was an 
amazing class. You would do hands 
on activities at the local level, and 
follow up online with the class and re-
fl ect on what you learned. If it weren’t 
for the journals, I wouldn’t have ever 
realized how much more I actually 
learned. The set up of the class was 
great too. All the assignments and 
projects were given at the beginning 
semester with all the deadlines so 
you could arrange accordingly. The 
instructor was so wonderful as she 
would grade, return, and give feed-
back on assignments in a very timely 
manner. This was my favorite class in 
all four years of high school. It gave 
me the most useful and meaningful 
experiences that will benefi t me in my 
further career pursuits. 

As a direct result of her partici-
pation in the class, Michelle was a 
presenter in the 2011 Teach Ag work-
shop, letting other students know 
about the course and its benefi ts to 
the high school student.  She is also 
attending the University of Idaho in 
the fall of 2011 as an agricultural edu-
cation major with her Ag Ed 160 in-
structor as her undergraduate advisor.

Senioritis seems to affl ict more 
and more students each year, and 
the need for increased rigor and rel-
evance in  the senior year has been 
demanded nationwide (Kruegar, 
2006).  Students gain needed college 

Developing positive relationships with faculty, administration, 
and staff is also a vital aspect of the Idaho system.  Dr. John Foltz, 
Associate Dean and Director of Academic Programs of the Col-
lege of Agricultural and Life Sciences, is taking the opportunity to 
meet potential students as he participated in the workshop.

Dr. Allison J. L. Touchstone is a Se-
nior Instructor with the Department 
of Agricultural and Extension Educa-
tion at the University of Idaho

continued on page 24
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Look Where You’re Going, Not Where You’ve Been
THEME ARTICLE

by Kimberly A. Bellah

Budget cutbacks, furloughs, 
layoffs. In the education-
al world, these are some 
of the most frightening 

words and phrases teachers, parents, 
and students will hear. In this “last 
hired, fi rst fi red” economic time, the 
agricultural education profession is 
placed in an even more precarious 
position when considering recruit-
ment and retention of highly quali-
fi ed, motivated, student-centered new 
professionals.

Nationally, the profession began 
experiencing a shortfall of teachers in 
the early 1990s. Some states avoided 
the tragedy of programs closing or 
fi lled with long-term substitutes un-
til much later, but now, it seems no 
state has a bullpen of backup teachers 
scrambling to take up the challenge 
should someone fall short, retire, 
or open a new program. Rather, the 
pendulum is now swinging in the di-
rection of programs desiring the best 

teachers scrambling to advertise posi-
tions early to get those few “top tier” 
teachers who will make programs 
grow and prosper.

No offense intended, but the ag-
ricultural education profession, as 
is seemingly true across the career 
and technical education spectrum, 
is…ahem…shall we say… an aging 
profession. Approximately one-third 
of the current agricultural educators 
will retire in the next fi ve to ten years. 
For states that already leave positions 
open or close them indefi nitely, this 
leaves an even greater gap for those 
few graduates who choose to enter 
the teaching profession.

Curriculum changes across the 
nation refl ect the awareness of ag-
ricultural education to shift from an 
elective-based delivery context to one 
that meets the growing list of high 
school graduation and college en-
trance requirements in science, math-
ematics, language arts, social studies, 
and others. The trend began in the ear-

ly 1990s 
and has 
g a i n e d 
e v e n 
more mo-
m e n t u m 
today as 
s t a t e s 
gather re-
s o u r c e s 
to rewrite 
c u r r i c u -
lum align-
ing with 
state con-
tent stan-
dards in 
the STEM 
areas. Go-
ing more 
d e e p l y 
are those 

states who cultivate the fi ne arts con-
cepts in welding and fl oral design. 

Agricultural educators at all lev-
els have long been aware that what 
we teach gets to the root of what stu-
dents need in terms of actively learn-
ing and anchoring concepts related to 
math and science, but through a con-
crete, experiential mode of delivery. 
As a result, we have more students 
in our secondary programs than ever 
before.

So why are we facing such a gap 
in teachers entering, and remaining 
in, the profession?

The teaching profession does not 
have an “entry level” mode. Once 
they graduate and receive certifi ca-
tion, teachers are handed the keys 
to the classroom and are expected to 
teach; and coach teams; and manage 
budgets; and advise student organiza-
tions; and drive buses; and oversee 
Supervised Agricultural Experienc-
es; and attend faculty and site-based 
committee meetings; and commu-
nicate effectively with parents; and 
report suspected instances of child 
abuse; and ensure students eat break-
fast; and; and; and..... 

Now, teachers must also take 
content from required core classes 
for the undergraduate degree and 
incorporate it into lesson plans and 
learning activities connecting the 
agricultural curriculum to student 
learning outcomes. Students who 
meet academic requirements through 
agricultural classes are expected to 
know and pass the same standardized 
examinations as students who take a 
traditional set of courses.

All of this can be intimidating 
and overwhelming to even the most 
seasoned teachers. Imagine standing 

Student success is the result of a cooperative effort between stu-
dent and teacher.  Joe McDougal (right) and Catherine May in-
forming Shady Spring High School (WV) Principal Danny Moye 
of Catherine’s upcoming American FFA Degree.
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Dr. Kimberly Bellah is an associate 
professor at Murray State University, 
Kentucky.

in the shoes of a new teacher. But 
wait… imagine standing in the shoes 
of a new teacher. 

One may be reminded of the 
adage: They don’t know what they 
don’t know. A new teacher’s frame 
of reference is comprised of only that 
which is modeled for them. What if 
they learned from the start what is ex-
pected of them in today’s agricultural 
education climate?

While change is never something 
undertaken with ease, it is certainly a 
manageable process if structured with 
assistance from key stakeholders. If 
retention of outstanding agricultural 
educators is the goal, then teacher ed-
ucation programs are encouraged to 
use tools about which they teach. An 
advisory council comprised of teach-
ers who are innovators, yet whose ca-
reers are well beyond those tentative 
years, can help restructure curricu-
lum and experiences for preservice 
teacher success. Such a council will 
provide an objective eye and triangu-
lation for program evaluation.

Agricultural teachers entering the 
profession today enter with the repu-
tation of their predecessors as teach-
ers who involve students on both 
ends of the learning spectrum, but 
are also saddled with the magnifi ed 
expectation of teaching to more rig-
orous academic standards tied to test 
scores. More than ever, teacher edu-
cation programs must take that “learn 
by doing” philosophy to the next 
level by ensuring preservice teach-
ers experience modeling, coaching, 
and feedback opportunities directly 
refl ecting all areas of a balanced agri-
cultural education program. 

Preservice teachers should learn 
about and experience SAEs in the 
traditional sense, but should actively 
engage in research and exploratory 
SAEs as well.

Preservice teachers should learn 
about and engage with FFA activities 
in the traditional sense, but should 
actively understand and experience 
the FFA in terms of global and non-
competitive opportunities as well.

Preservice teachers should learn 
about the traditional agricultural con-
tent, but should be challenged and 
held accountable for incorporating 
the required state and national stan-
dards into the lesson planning activi-
ties from the beginning.

Preservice teachers should learn 
about the traditional agricultural con-
tent, but should be challenged and 
held accountable for teaching that 
content in a variety of ways using 
a variety of methods to engage all 
learners.

Retention of highly qualifi ed, 
motivated, and capable agricultural 
science teachers will require we do 
more than simply turn out high num-
bers from postsecondary agricultural 
education programs. Rather, much 
like our secondary counterparts have 
already done, we must spend signifi -
cant time and effort in redesigning 
the postsecondary experience as well. 

Some may argue that preser-
vice teachers should not be expected 
to shoulder so much responsibility 
while they are completing certifi ca-
tion requirements. Why? Will they 
not have to shoulder all of the respon-
sibility once they are hired for their 
fi rst teaching position? Shouldn’t 
they have as many tools as possible 

at their disposal to move beyond a 
sense of survival and disillusionment 
and into anticipation and excitement? 
How can we send a teacher into the 
profession with a clear conscience if 
we fail to fully prepare him or her? 

That isn’t mentorship; that’s cen-
sorship.

With graduates who must step 
into the classroom and teach core 
content using an agricultural con-
text, it is incumbent upon agricultural 
teacher education programs to em-

brace those changes and assist pre-
service teachers long before they step 
into a classroom of their own. Only in 
that sense will teachers enter the pro-
fession knowing what is in front of 
them, able to hit the ground running, 
and change the paradigm of admin-
istrators facing funding cuts because 
their new agricultural educators give 
them more return on the district’s in-
vestment. Only in that sense will we 
retain those outstanding agricultural 
educators and ensure the future of the 
program.

Teacher education programs 
must take that “learn by doing” 
philosophy to the next level.
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Sifting for Teachers - New Practices 
for an Old Problem

THEME ARTICLE

by Justin L. Killingsworth, William A. 
Bird, & Michael J. Martin

A few of us were discussing 
our past efforts in recruit-
ing our students to become 
school-based agricultural 

educators.  An alarming question was 
consistently asked.  Did we do enough 
to encourage students to pursue ca-
reers in teaching secondary agricul-
ture?  While recruiting potential agri-
cultural educators requires the effort 
of all of those involved in secondary 
agricultural education, as high school 
teachers, had we been sifting out the 
top students in our programs?  Effec-
tive sifting should target all students 
with the potential to be great agri-
cultural educators.  Coordinating our 
recruitment programs at the local, re-
gional, state, and national levels can 
ensure that we not only sift through 
our students for great potential edu-
cators, but also successfully recruit 
future agricultural educators into the 
profession.  The national program, 
Teach Ag Campaign (NAAE, 2011), 
lays the ground work for recruiting 
future agricultural educators.  So, 
let’s discuss two effective programs 
at the state and regional level in Il-
linois and Tennessee, and then pro-
pose a unique local level activity for 
teacher recruitment.

State Level Initiative - Elite Con-
ference in Illinois 

Illinois agricultural education 
stakeholders have designed a day-
long workshop for juniors and seniors 
in high school who are interested in 
teaching agriculture.  The Elite Con-
ference is coordinated by Mrs. Mindy 
Bunselmeyer, District Director of the 
Facilitating Coordination in Agricul-
tural Education (FCAE) in Illinois, 

to encourage students to enter Ca-
reer and Technical Education (CTE) 
teaching.  The conference is an all 
inclusive experience in high school 
agricultural education.  The Elite 
Conference features university and 
college representatives, presentations 
from agricultural education organiza-
tions, and high school teachers.  The 
event has even stretched beyond ag-
ricultural education.  Starting with 
the 4th year of the conference in 2009, 
fi ve CTE areas have been included in 
the event: agriculture, business, fam-
ily & consumer sciences, health oc-
cupations, and industrial technology.  
The conference has grown to 67 stu-
dents attending the workshop in 2010 
for the agriculture section alone.

The Elite Conference is a six hour 
long event and the location has rotat-
ed throughout Illinois.  Students meet 
with university and junior college 
representatives about the educational 
requirements needed for becoming 
an agricultural educator.  Breakout 
sessions allow students from the dif-
ferent CTE areas to meet together.  
Agriculture students learn about Il-
linois’s Agriculture in the Classroom 
program and listen to current educa-
tors about the joys of teaching.  They 
even have the chance to do teaching 
activities and talk about their ex-
periences.  A lunch is provided and 
snacks are offered during the breaks.  
Door prizes are also given out at the 
end of the conference.

The conference is by no means 
a small project.  Mindy has to worry 
about facilities to host the ever grow-
ing conference and funds for hosting 
the conference.  She has to organize 
representatives and speakers from a 
variety of places.  Agricultural edu-

cators and students must be able to 
take a day off from school and fi nd 
transportation to the event.  But, the 
impact that the Elite Conference has 
on students is great.  A student who 
attended the conference said, “Ev-
erything was amazing; it really con-
tinued to give me the punch to keep 
going; the teacher panel was the best 
– to see real life situations” (Facilitat-
ing Coordination in Agricultural Edu-
cation, 2010).  These types of events 
are valuable tools needed to recruit 
every possible future educator of ag-
riculture.

Regional Level Initiative - Teach 
Ag Rally in Tennessee

Agricultural educators and uni-
versity teacher educators in Tennes-
see are taking it upon themselves to 
recruit potential agricultural educa-
tors.  For the past two years at the 
Tennessee State FFA Convention a 
small group of agricultural educators 
have organized the Teach Ag Rally.  
The Teach Ag Rally is a workshop 
aimed at educating and recruiting stu-
dents interested in becoming an ag-
ricultural educator later in life.  The 
workshop introduces students to the 
“big picture” of what it means to be 
an agricultural educator.  The work-
shop is held between convention 
sessions and generally lasts about 
an hour.  During the workshop, stu-
dents are actively involved in learn-
ing the many dynamics of what it 
means to be an agricultural educator: 
university degree requirements, chal-
lenges and rewards of working with 
students, day-to-day lesson planning 
and teaching in a classroom, man-
aging an FFA chapter, supervising 
student SAE projects, coordinating 
livestock exhibiting programs, gen-
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eral stresses and rewards of being a 
teacher, and many more.  Students 
participate in a question and answer 
session to gain insight from agricul-
tural educators who have teaching 
experience ranging from one to more 
than thirty years.

Ms. Ann Johnson—a sixteen 
year teaching veteran at the Munford 
High School Agriculture Department 
and president of the Tennessee Asso-
ciation of Agricultural Education—is 
the person responsible for starting 
this workshop intended to fulfi ll the 
demand for agricultural educators in 
Tennessee.  Prior to state convention, 
Ms. Johnson sends an email to all 
school-based Tennessee agricultural 
educators to tell them about the work-
shop—its purpose, location, and time.  
The email is an invitation for advisors 
to send one or more student(s) of any 
age to the Teach Ag Rally.  Teachers 
are encouraged to send students to 
the workshop who have expressed an 
interest in becoming an agricultural 
educator as well as any student(s) the 
teacher believes to have potential to 
become a successful agricultural edu-
cator.

A workshop such as this one—
targeting some of agricultural educa-
tion’s fi nest students—is desperately 
needed, especially in Tennessee.  
Over the past several years, Tennes-
see has experienced a shortage of 
agricultural educators resulting in 
numerous positions going unfi lled.  
Although the true impact of this 
workshop cannot yet be measured, it 
has proven to be quite popular with 
high school students during its fi rst 
two years of existence.  In 2010, ap-
proximately 75 students attended the 
Teach Ag Rally.  In March 2011, the 
student attendance increased to over 
100 students eager to learn more 
about what it means to be a part of 
a truly rewarding and challenging 
profession—a teacher of agricultural 
education. 

Local Level Initiative - Job Shad-
owing Agriculture Teachers 

While the two previously men-
tioned recruitment programs have 
produced positive results, we offer 
one other option for introducing stu-
dents to careers as agricultural edu-
cators—a one-day exchange program 
for a student to shadow an agricul-
tural educator at another high school.  
Such an experience would afford the 
student the opportunity to see fi rst-
hand how agricultural educators dif-
fer from the one another.  Undoubt-
edly, there are multiple details to iron 
out beforehand; a few to consider 
include:

How do you select which 
student(s) is offered the opportunity?  
We contend that you should target the 
heavily-involved FFA members and 
students who have not been as active 
within the program but exhibit the 
potential to be an excellent educator.  
The number of students you identify 
depends primarily on the resources 
of time and availability.  We suggest 
limiting the experience to one student 
for the fi rst year as to not overburden 
yourself or the cooperating teacher—
the number of participants can then 
be increased in the future.

What logistical details should be 
considered?  To start with, transpor-
tation to the cooperating site will be 
needed.  Depending on your school’s 
protocol, transportation may be pro-
vided by you, the student, or a parent.  
If you are intending to accompany 
your student, then the incurred costs 
will include a substitute teacher’s 
daily wage and the planning entailed 
from the absence.  Time requirements 
incurred from letting a student from 
the cooperating program observe you 
should be minimal.

What grade level would be the 
best time for a student to experience 
this exchange program? One major 

factor to consider when selecting stu-
dents for the shadowing experience is 
their level of maturity.  Maturity will 
vary by student, but we contend that 
students need to take the experience 
seriously and be capable of handling 
this responsibility.  As a general rule, 
the junior year of high school would 
be ideal—maximizing the student’s 
maturity level while still allowing 
fl exibility to revise their post-gradu-
ation plans.

Which agriculture programs 
would be “ideal” for the exchange 
program?  While good rapport with 
the cooperating teacher is preferred, 
the primary focus should be to part-
ner with a program that is both effec-
tive and varies from the experience a 
student would know as their “home” 
program.  A secondary concern would 
be to target a program that is nearby 
to minimize travel costs.

How do you obtain administra-
tor support?  With the ever common 
limitation of school budgets, it is crit-
ical to communicate the limited mon-
etary expenses that will be incurred 
to school administrators.  In contrast, 
you must also clearly defi ne the po-
tential benefi ts of career-planning for 
the student.

Programs to Develop an Adequate 
Supply of Agriculture Teachers

Improved recruitment of future 
agricultural educators is the way that 
we keep our profession alive and vi-
brant.  These types of initiatives can 
more effectively sift through our stu-
dent populations for future agricul-
tural educators.  We close with a note 
about our personal attitudes—we 
need to focus on developing habits to 
discuss what we love about our jobs, 
rather than letting the students that 
are closest to us see our frustrations 
and hear our complaints.  Recruit-
ing future generations of agriculture 
teachers is our responsibility, so let’s 
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coordinate those efforts to effi ciently 
sift through our students in a manner 
that highlights the positive attributes 
of what it means to be an agricultural 
educator.

Justin L. Killingsworth is a Graduate 
Student at the University of Missouri. William A Bird is a Graduate Student 

at the University of Missouri.
Michael J. Martin is a Graduate Stu-
dent at the University of Missouri.
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