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EDITORIAL

Balancing Your Personal 
and Professional Lives

by Harry N. Boone, Jr.

For some time the number of 
agricultural education teaching posi-
tions available in the United States 
has exceeded the number of quali-
fi ed potential agricultural education 
teachers seeking employment.  In-
dividuals leaving the profession is a 
major factor in this shortage.  There 
have been a number of research stud-
ies on problems faced by agricultural 
education teachers and the reasons 
the leave the profession (Boone & 
Boone, 2007; Boone & Boone 2009).  
Teacher burnout is one factor that has 
received a great deal of research ef-
fort.  

Croom (2003) in a three state 
study found that burnout was not 
a serious problem for agricultural 
education teachers, however teach-
ers were experiencing some level of 
stress in their professional life.  He 
found that teachers experience “mod-
erate levels of emotional exhaustion 
in their work, low levels of deper-
sonalization in relationships with stu-
dents, colleagues, and others, and a 
high degree of personal accomplish-
ment in their work.” (Croom, 2003, 
p. 11)  In a series of studies in Ohio, 
varying degrees of job satisfaction 
was found among agricultural educa-
tion teachers ranging from nearly 90 
percent expressing some level of sat-
isfaction to teachers being undecided 
about their job satisfaction (Cano 
& Miller,1992; Castillo, Conklin, 
& Cano,1999; Newcomb, Betts, & 
Cano, 1987).

One of the factors associated 
with burnout is the confl ict between 
personal and professional lives.  As 
teacher educators we stress the ideal 
agricultural education program that 

involves all three aspects of the to-
tal program (classroom/laboratory 
instruction, leadership through the 
FFA organization, and experiential 
learning through supervised agricul-
tural experience programs (SAEs)).  
We talk about “all” aspects of each 
of these components.  We some-
times fail to tell our students that it 
is impossible to implement all as-
pects of each of these three compo-
nents without great sacrifi ce on the 
teacher’s time.  I WANT TO MAKE 
IT CLEAR:  To offer a complete pro-
gram all three components of the total 
program must be present.  The key is 
to select activities based on the needs 
of the local community and students.  
Every student should have an SAE.  
The instruction should be based on 
standards set by your state and/or lo-
cal school authority and developed 
around the needs of your students.  A 
teacher should involve every student 
in leadership activities through the 
FFA Organization, however, it is im-
possible for a program to be involved 
in every FFA activity.  

Now take this mission and bal-
ance it against the needs of your 
spouse and your family.  For most 
of us the legacy we will leave when 
we depart this world is our children.  
Make sure that your best efforts go 
into the development and education 
of your children.  This includes tak-
ing the needed steps to make cer-
tain that it is a joint effort with your 
spouse.  Too often we think that we 
are the only one who can do a job, 
that the job has to be done, and that 
it must be done.  I devoted nine years 
to my high school agricultural educa-
tion program.  I would say that in less 
than three years after I left none of 
the students knew who I was.  

Normally we focus The Agricul-
tural Education Magazine themes on 
professional issues associated with 
the agricultural education teacher. 
This issue will focus on ways to im-
prove the personal side of an agricul-
tural education career.  Dr. Smith and 
her theme article authors have done a 
great job in suggesting ways that we 
can keep the “home fi res burning.”  

I was single during the nine years 
I served as a high school agricultural 
education teacher.  I didn’t have to 
worry when I spent late nights and 
weekends doing my job.  On several 
occasions after my sons were born I 
made the comment that if I was still 
teaching at the high school I am not 
sure how I could handle both my 
personal and professional responsi-
bilities.  My sons are now grow and 
I fi nd myself reverting back to old 
habits from my high school teaching 
days: teaching four nights a week, 
working weekends, getting involved 
in activities that take me away from 
home, etc.  The only advantage that 
I have today is that my wife occupies 
the offi ce next door.  

Enjoy the “Keeping the Home 
Fires Burning” articles and I hope 

Dr. Harry N. Boone, Jr., is a Professor 
at West Virginia University and Editor 
of The Agricultural Education 
Magazine.

continued on page 5
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THEME EDITOR COMMENTS

Keeping the Home Fires Burning...
by Amy Smith

Welcome to the fi nal issue of The 
Agricultural Education Magazine for 
2013. If you are like me, this time of 
year fi nds you scrambling to wrap 
up one semester, prepare for another, 
celebrate the holidays, and contem-
plate resolutions for the New Year. 
Despite the hustle and bustle of the 
season, hopefully this issue, with the 
theme of “Keeping the Home Fires 
Burning,” will provide you with an-
other reason to pause and refl ect upon 
those who help keep your “home 
fi res” burning.  

It Takes a Whole Village – 

You are inevitably familiar with 
the well-known African proverb that 
states, “It takes a whole village to 
raise a child” (http://afriprov.org). 
The proverb implies that as a child 
grows up, many people infl uence him 
or her. In addition to a child’s parents, 
extended family members, commu-
nity members, teachers and various 
others also educate, impact, and sup-
port the child’s development. 

Similarly, I strongly believe that 
is takes a village to support an agri-
cultural educator as well. Think about 
it… Being an agricultural educator 
requires you to wear a number of 
hats, often simultaneously: classroom 
teacher, FFA advisor, supervisor, re-
cruiter, coach, fundraiser, chauffeur, 
parent, and many many more! One 
person cannot possibly juggle all 
those roles, for long, without the help 
and support of others. Without under-
standing, caring, and helpful “village 
people,” none of us could manage. 

Look Around You… 

Growing up in a family that high-
ly valued both agriculture and educa-
tion, it should be no surprise that my 
love for agricultural education was 
established early on.  My parents and 
older sister fostered my love for live-
stock, leadership and communica-
tion, and ultimately led me to a career 
as an agricultural educator. However, 
as I refl ect on the many stages of my 
own journey in agricultural educa-
tion thus far, I am reminded of how 
blessed I have been to have a support-
ive village at each stage. While sev-

eral articles 
in this issue 
of The Ag-
r i cu l tu ra l 
Educat ion 
M a g a z i n e 
focus on 
the valuable 
role that a 
spouse or 
significant 
other may 
play, it is 
i m p o r t a n t 
to recognize 
that many 
others may 
play a role 
as well. 

In my pre-service days, I was 
fortunate to have college friends 
and peers in a student teaching co-
hort who willingly shared, collabo-
rated and commiserated with me. 
When I began my fi rst teaching job 
in Oklahoma, over 10 hours away 
from where I grew up, two fami-
lies in the community reached out 
to me and supported me as I began 
my teaching career. Because of their 
efforts, I not only made connections 
in the community quickly, but also 
felt “at home” so far away from my 
own family. Upon returning to Iowa 
to continue my teaching career, I was 
again fortunate to teach in a wonder-
ful school district where amazing col-
leagues, administrators, students and 
families welcomed me and became 
valuable residents of my village. 

In 2005, I made the decision to 
leave the secondary classroom to 
pursue my doctorate. Though I left 
behind an amazing village in Iowa, 
luckily for me I moved into a sup-
portive village in Columbia, Mis-
souri. Throughout graduate school, I 
relied heavily upon my fellow gradu-
ate students, faculty and staff to get 
me through. 

Since completing my graduate 
work, I’ve taught at the university 
level; fi rst at South Dakota State Uni-
versity and now, at the University 
of Minnesota. At each location, I’ve 
had a village that welcomed me and 
supported me through my endeavors. 
Currently, my village consists of a 
wide variety of individuals and some; 
particularly family, lifelong friends 
and colleagues have been a part of 
several stages of my journey. Others 
are relatively new to my life and my 
village. Regardless, all play a valu-
able role in my life and have contrib-
uted to my successes in agricultural 
education. 

Treynor Smith and his father Clint enjoying some family time 
during a citrus fruit sale. 
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What about you? Stop and think 
about those who are a part of your 
village. Who in your life recognizes 
the value of what you do, picks up 
the slack at home during the busy 
FFA seasons, lends a hand whenever 
you need it, or just seems to “get it” 
without requiring a long explanation? 
Do you appreciate them? Of course 
you do! Do they know it? Maybe you 
better remind them just in case.  

I Should Know Better!

When Dr. Boone contacted me 
regarding the opportunity to serve as 
the theme editor for this particular is-
sue – I immediately said “Yes!” The 
theme simply struck a chord with me. 
As I began to recruit, receive, and 
review submissions, my enthusiasm 
grew! Now, it is with great excite-
ment that I share with you the fol-
lowing articles, written by or for our 
agricultural educator village across 
the country.  

Some might assume that since 
I’ve been a secondary agriculture 

Amy Smith is an Assistant Profes-
sor of Agricultural Education at the 
University of Minnesota. She lives in 
Rockford, Minnesota with her hus-
band, Clint and son, Treynor. 

teacher myself, I’m a teacher edu-
cator, and I’m serving as the theme 
editor of this issue, I have this whole 
thing down… my “home fi res” are 
always burning and my work/family 
lives are in perfect balance. Um, no. 
In fact, that’s almost comical to me! 

Sometimes, I admit, I might get 
a little whiny when my husband, 
Clint (a secondary agriculture teacher 
whom I met at Ag Teachers’ Confer-
ence of all places!) has to be gone late 
night after night during CDE crazi-
ness, leave super early for FFA fruit 
delivery, or miss a family celebration 
because of an Ag Ed conference or 
FFA convention. In moments such as 
these, it’s not that I love agricultural 
education any less… it’s just that I 
love my family even more! 

So, agricultural educators, here’s 
my advice… take it for what it is 
worth. We need outstanding leaders 
in the profession who are dedicated 
to making a difference in the lives of 
students and sharing the message of 
agriculture. But, don’t forget the im-

portant people you have waiting for 
you away from the school building. 
Whoever your “people” are (parents, 
spouses, kids or friends), make time 
for them too. Recognize their efforts, 
big or small, that enable you to suc-
ceed in your chosen career. Involve 
them in your Ag Ed life, but also have 
a life outside of Ag Ed too. Embrace 
the village you have built, so you are 
able to love your job and do it well!

that your fi nd a few suggestions that 
will help you balance your personal 
and professional lives. 
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THEME ARTICLE

Keeping the Home Fires Burning 
Through a Balanced Life

by Tyson J. Sorensen & Shelby 
Sorensen

A Wife’s Account: Light-
ing the Home Fires 
Alone

We had been married 
fi ve years when my husband started 
working as an agriculture teacher. I 
knew he was going to be busy as a 
fi rst year teacher but I had no idea 
what I was in for. During the fi rst 
few years as an agriculture teacher, 
we both worked part-time jobs to 
make ends meet. Additionally, I was 
trying to juggle my roles as a parent 
of two kids and a full-time nursing 
student. In his limited time at home, 
my husband managed to help me out 
with some chores around the house, 
but what I really wanted was quality 
family time. 

I was patient during the fi rst year 
thinking that the next year would get 
better; after all, that’s what my hus-
band kept telling me. After four years 
of wishful thinking, reality sunk in 
that I would be raising our kids by 
myself. After years of frustration 
trying to get my husband to free up 
some time on his schedule for family 
activities, I accepted his excuse that 
his school events were “really impor-
tant” for him to attend.  Although I 
didn’t believe it, I accepted the idea 
that he cared more for his job and stu-
dents than he did for his own family 
and I made a point to let him know 
that. Don’t get me wrong, I am very 
proud of my husband’s success as an 
agriculture teacher and I know he was 
a great infl uence on many students’ 
lives, but I wondered if he realized 
that he could have that same impact 
at home. 

Eventually my comments must 
have sunk in because things have 
greatly improved. He happily takes 
days off or rearranges his work 
schedules to care for sick children 
and to schedule in family time. He 
still works multiple jobs and spends 
many hours at work, but now I feel 
that we are working as a team to teach 
and raise our kids, make memories, 
establish a loving home, and keep the 
home fi res burning.  

A Wake-Up Call: The Home Fires 
Were Burning…The One Getting 
Burned Was Me

My wife told me, “You care more 
for your school students than you do 
for your own family!” I was hurt and 
annoyed. I told myself that she just 
didn’t understand the nature of agri-
culture education and if she did, she 
would be more sympathetic. I would 
tell myself that young agriculture 
teachers have to work extra hours 
just to keep afl oat, and to be a ‘good 
ag teacher’ more hours would be re-
quired.  While justifying my position 
on the matter, her comment was a 
wake-up call; a shot across the bow. I 
began to realize the one person miss-
ing out on life was me.  But how can 
agriculture teachers, especially early 
career teachers with young families, 
balance the overwhelming demands 
of career and family? The following 

strategies and suggestions helped me 
to strike a more balanced life. 

Rekindling the Home Fires 

1. Determine your values, pri-
orities, and goals in life. In Stephen 
Covey’s 7 Habits of Highly Effective 
People, he invites readers to imagine 
themselves attending their own fu-
neral. He asks readers to ponder what 
other people might say as a eulogy.  
He challenges readers to refl ect and 

determine their values, priorities, 
and goals in life to put in perspective 
what is really important in life. What 
are your values and goals and priori-
ties in relation to your family, faith, 
friends, community, and self?

Ask yourself, what use is it to 
win judging events if your family 
falls apart in the process? What sense 
does it make to spend all your time 
working to be a top program if your 
own children don’t even know you? 
What use is it to spend so many hours 
at work each day if your health dete-
riorates as a result?  I do not advocate 
being content with mediocrity in your 
job, but I do advocate balance. If you 
spend all day at work, you miss out 
on one of the most important works 
you can do in life, which takes place 
within the walls of your own home. 

2. Set a schedule that works 
for you, your family, and the needs 

 Once you are determined to fi nd 
balance in life, it will be easier than 
you think.
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of your program; then stick with it. 
Agriculture teachers generally have 
calendars that dictate their lives for at 
least a year into the future. Because 
school and FFA calendars are planned 
so far in advance, they tend to trump 
other family events that are sched-
uled later. Is your calendar so full that 
you can’t get away to attend a child’s 
fi eld trip or ballet recital? 

My work schedule didn’t allow 
me fl exibility to attend some of these 
monumental events in the lives of my 
children and family, so I decided to 
do something about it.  I scheduled 
family events and family time before 
meeting with my offi cer team to plan 
our program of activities for the year. 
I created black out days and times that 
my job couldn’t steal away from my 
family. I set a standard weekly sched-
ule that my students and my family 
could follow. For example, Mondays 
were family night; I left school at 4 
PM. Tuesdays were devoted to FFA 
offi cer, chapter, parent, and advisory 
meetings. Wednesdays were CDE 
practices until 5 PM. Thursdays were 
devoted to SAE visits and working 
with students’ land lab projects. Fri-
days were reserved for date nights 
with my wife; I left school at 4 PM. 
I worried that the students would re-
spond negatively to this rigid sched-
ule but the students and their par-
ents appreciated the structure.  This 
schedule allowed me to accomplish 
my responsibilities at work but also 
helped me fi nd time for my family.

3. Plan Purposefully. Refer 
back often and refl ect upon your 
life’s goals and priorities so that your 
weekly schedule refl ects that. If you 
have a goal to run a marathon or learn 
a new language, does your schedule 
this week have time built in for ex-
ercise or language study? If your pri-
ority in life is to be a good father or 
mother to your children, do you have 
family time planned in your schedule 

each day?  Planning with a purpose 
means that you align your short term 
goals and activities with your values, 
priorities, and long range goals. 

4. Identify a support system. 
Agriculture teachers should never do 
their job alone. Identify and utilize 
people that make your job easier. Let 
parents and local community mem-
bers train your CDE teams. Allow 
students to take on more responsi-
bilities in the agriculture department. 
Similarly, identify people that you 
can count on when work-family con-
fl icts arise. Do you know a reliable 
person who can provide childcare 
for last minute emergencies? Do you 
know a colleague at work who would 
be willing to cover for you when 
needed? Having a support network 
can reduce much of the strain associ-
ated with trying to balance work and 
life. 

5. Be more effi cient, effective, 
and productive with your time. The 
more effi cient, effective, and pro-
ductive you can become as an agri-
culture teacher should translate into 
more time you can spend in other do-
mains of your life. Ideas to be more 
effi cient, effective, and productive at 
work include: 

• Determine the most effective 
time of day and schedule to ac-
complish most of your work dur-
ing those hours 

• Eliminate distractions
• Set regular attainable goals, pri-

oritize them, and make a to-do 
list to accomplish those goals

• Prioritize and plan week by week 
and day by day

• Stay organized
• Learn to say “No” 
• Delegate as much as you can to 

students, offi cers, colleagues, 
and community members

• Take a day off occasionally to re-
lax and recharge 

Keeping the Home Fires Burning

Early in my career, I envied my 
friends that were training for mara-
thons and spending numerous hours 
each week with family and friends. I 
told myself that it was because they 
had an easier work schedule and 
if I had time, I could do that too. I 
have realized that I was wrong. John 
Lubbock stated it best, “People can 
generally make time for what they 
choose to do; it is not really the time 
but the will that is lacking.” Once you 
are determined to fi nd balance in life, 
it will be easier than you think. If you 
neglect to fi nd balance between work 
and family life, you refuse yourself 
the lasting joy and warmth that comes 
from keeping those home fi res burn-
ing. 

Reference

Covey, S. R. (1989). The 7 habits of 
highly effective people. NY: Free 
Press.

Tyson J. Sorensen is an Instructor in 
the Agricultural Education & Agri-
cultural Sciences Department, Or-
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three kids, and part-time student.
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by Megan Seibel

I can vividly remember, in the 
early years of my marriage to an 
agriculture teacher, the excite-
ment and anticipation that went 

into planning details of the annual 
chapter awards banquet; both on the 
part of the students and the teacher. 
After sitting through the ceremony 
one year in a wooden auditorium 
seat I remember asking my husband 
about the community members who 
received the Honorary Chapter FFA 
Degree. “How do you go about se-
lecting those individuals?” I said, 
“They seem fantastic.” As he talked 
about all the recipients had done to 
support the chapter that echoed the 
description read by the student offi cer 
before awarding them, I asked him if 
teachers’ spouses ever received that 
recognition. His reply was quick and 
sincere as he simply stated, “I never 
really thought about it that way since 
supporting the chapter is your job.”

And so it goes. The role of an 
agriculture teacher spouse means be-
ing an unconditional supporter of all 
it takes to support the best-of-the-
best. Agriculture teachers are special. 
They don’t simply teach. They instill 
the value of education as an experi-
ence in a way that is invaluable in 
developing productive, young pro-
fessionals necessary to keep our com-
munities alive. 

My husband’s career in agricul-
tural education now spans 28 years. 
He taught high school for 16 years 
before becoming our state FFA Ex-
ecutive Secretary, a position he has 
proudly held since 2002. Countless 
students have crossed the threshold 
of his classrooms and offi ces, and 
through the gates to contest arenas 
and event sites.  Although the pic-
tures on his walls and drawers full of 

THEME ARTICLE

And the Honorary Degree Recipient is…
thank you notes are a testimony to the 
insight and tutelage he offered over 
the years, the mark these young men 
and women made on his heart is truly 
indelible. Surely there were those that 
tried his patience and contributed to 
hair that seemed to gray more quickly 
at certain times than others, but the 
fact that he can tell you about almost 
three decades of students in full de-
tail means there was something life 
changing in those interactions. 

The life story an ag teacher tells 
is a truthful and colorful one. There 
are tears of sadness and joy scattered 

throughout it and even more stories 
of comedic happenstance that would 
cause the most uptight of us to crack 
a smile. A well-seasoned ag teacher 
is one that has many wrinkles, but 
close inspection reveals most to be 
from laughter and contented exhaus-
tion. To be a teacher-of-teachers, a 
groomsman and guest to numerous 
weddings, and recipient of many a 
baby announcement is testament to 
the fact that an ag teacher forever be-
comes a part of his or her students’ 
lives. In truth, there were students 
with whom Andy spent more time 
with than their own parents. It was in 
these instances that the support and 
respect for both student and teacher 
was deep and mutual.

In the early years of our family, 
when the children were very small, 
it wasn’t necessarily easy to have a 

spouse gone many-an-evening or 
overnight for yet another student 
event. It just seemed different some-
how and perhaps easier to rationalize. 
I remember being told by the wife of 
a co-teacher that I needed to hurry 
up and “memorize the yearly event 
calendar” so I would be better at 
predicting what happened when and 
where and be prepared for just be-
ing expected to know.  I tried to learn 
everything I could about what Andy 
did in his profession, at times to the 
point that it made my own career as 
a nurse seem more like a hobby with 
which to pass my free time. By the 

time we had been married for four 
years, we had three children and were 
two years into establishing a busi-
ness on his parents’ farm in order to 
try to diversify it enough to keep it 
in the family another generation. He 
was offered the Executive Secretary 
position, which meant a move closer 
to the land grant university where it 
was housed, but also a chance to get 
closer to the farm, as we had literally 
been commuting every weekend for 
over two years to work the fi elds. 

I openly encouraged Andy to 
consider taking the position at his 
beloved alma mater, knowing that 
it would also allow a move “home” 
as well, but knew it would be heart-
wrenching for him to leave the chap-
ter and facilities he had worked so 
hard to develop. An ag teacher’s shop 
and classroom are not simply four 

An ag teacher’s spouse is an un-
conditional supporter of all it takes 
to support the best-of-the-best. 



9November December 2013

Megan Seibel is a faculty member in 
the Agricultural and Extension Edu-
cation Department at Virginia Tech 
serving as the Virginia Agriculture 
Leaders Obtaining Results (VALOR) 
Program Director and Extension 
Specialist.

walls and some equipment. They are 
a cadre of smells and sounds, voices 
and stories, which form the spirit of 
an FFA Chapter. Every picture, every 
plaque, every chip in the paint, every 
well-worn tool has a story and a face 
behind it. This intimate knowledge 
and affi nity for a space is what is so 
often lost on school administrators 
and other teachers. I would like to 
believe it is understood by the com-
munity a school chapter serves, but 
may not be fully appreciated until it 
is gone. In Andy’s new role in a state-
level position, knowledge of chap-
ters closing and teachers not being 
replaced across the Commonwealth 
wears at him…and I have a feeling 
now that the gray hair and wrinkles 
are from a deeper place in his soul. 

In the years that have passed, An-
dy’s love of all things agriculture has 
instilled in me a passion that spans 
our industry. It goes far beyond the 
knowledge I have gained managing 
our business and crops, beyond the re-
lationships built to sell the product of 
our toil. I am now the inaugural direc-
tor of our state-level adult agriculture 
leadership development program, 
which is an adventure in-and-of itself. 
It gives us a chance to brainstorm to-
gether about agricultural leadership, 
to share ideas and resources, and 
work to build relationships with a vast 
assortment of stakeholders. We enjoy 

the idea of 
i m p a c t i n g 
a spectrum 
of ag lead-
ers - from 
youth under 
his guidance 
- to adults 
under mine. 
It has made 
supporting 
each other 
and raising 
a family un-
der the aw-
ning of ag 

ed even more challenging than ever. 
We each clock close to 80 nights a 
year away from home, and countless 
days on the road. We have both driv-
en all night to return from things in 
order to get back to family and each 
other a bit sooner, but it is no easier 
now than before to fi nd peace until 
everyone is safely at home. The years 
of supporting him in his career have 
resulted in him understanding that he 
now needs to support me, but it is tru-
ly more mutual than anything. With 
both of us embedded in ag ed as a part 
of who we are, the entire family must 
collaborate in life to make it happen. 

Perhaps one of the greatest joys 
resulting from committing passion-
ately to a vocation such as ag ed is 
seeing our children believe in it, 
too. At this past summer’s state FFA 
Convention, a veteran teacher leaned 
over during one of the sessions to say 
that it was really exciting to see my 
children on stage and doing well. He 
shared that he was proud for us that 
our children had bought into what we 
believe in, that we had made it a fam-
ily affair. He then shared that his own 
children had not been involved to the 
degree he had hoped. Although they 
are successful in what they are doing, 
I couldn’t help but feel a pang of sad-
ness for this gentle man and thought 
that it really must have been a sacri-

fi ce for him to commit to his students 
as he had. 

There are plenty of times Andy 
and I feel we are sacrifi cing time away 
from friends and family, but more of-
ten it just feels like something we do 
as part of who we are. As our chil-
dren become more active in their ag 
ed activities, we fi nd ourselves think-
ing that it seems like an awful lot of 
nights, mornings, and weekends for 
various CDE practices and meetings. 
We have talked to them candidly 
about why they shouldn’t complain 
about it; why none of us should. Their 
teachers are doing what is necessary 
to prepare them for life, just as Andy 
does for his students. The student de-
velopment that happens in ag ed is 
truly unparalleled and we are blessed 
to be a part of it.

It has been a long time since I 
wondered about that Honorary Chap-
ter Degree. Now, I proudly share that 
I have been recognized with an even 
greater honor: the Honorary Ameri-
can FFA Degree, awarded just this 
year – in 2013. The best part about 
this honor is the fact that the students 
in Andy’s offi ce nominated me; the 
students, not the adults. Wow, what 
an honor.

Chapter or community events can offer opportunities to intro-
duce loved ones to your "Ag Ed family."
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Down the Rabbit Hole: 
Life with an Ag Teacher

by Chris Nelson

My wife Michelle and I 
are perfectly matched. 
The reasons why are 
really quite simple: she 

would be hard pressed to fi nd any 
other guy who could put up with her 
unbreakable devotion to her profes-
sion and I would fi nd it impossible 
to fi nd any other woman who could 
put up with, well…me. The bond that 
really keeps us together though is a 
shared passion for agriculture. We 
channel that passion with different 
specialties; Michelle through teach-
ing and FFA and I channel it through 
agricultural research and production. 
We often cross-over into each other’s 
world, partly because it is the only 
way we ever get to spend any time to-
gether, but mostly because we work 
so well together. 

We have both been told several 
times, “Leave work at work.” While 
there is a great deal of wisdom in that 
statement it is a philosophy that does 
not often manifest itself in our home. 
It is not for lack of effort; it stems 
more from the fact that we think so 
much alike, that we have become each 
other’s best resource for all things 
work or non-work related. We con-
stantly bounce ideas off of each other, 
searching for that fresh perspective 
that in most cases generates a fairly 
simple solution. Michelle is my go-
to gal for help with everything from 
vaccinating calves to shearing sheep 
to advertising the research farm fi eld 
day (her job makes her rather well 
connected for such a task). I am her 
go-to guy for help with FFA events 
and general sanity maintenance (that 
one works both ways, I believe). 
Does this wear on us at times? You 
bet it does. That is to be expected. We 

do our best to catch ourselves when it 
reaches that point though, and declare 
a night off from everything to relax, 
and just enjoy each other’s company. 

However, that declaration is rare-
ly easy to make. Michelle’s job re-
quires not only long hours with exten-
sive attention to detail (something she 
is well-suited for since she is the most 
detail-oriented, organized person I 
have ever met!), but it also requires 
her to spend a signifi cant amount of 
time on the road – something that 
proves problematic at times. For ex-
ample, when we bought our house, 
Michelle was at the National FFA 
Convention in Indianapolis. She had 
looked at the house with me the night 
before she left, but the paperwork for 
making an offer on the house was left 
to me. And since there were two other 
offers already on the house, time was 
not on our side. After our offer was 
accepted, there was more paperwork, 
and having never been through this 
process before, things were a little 
stressful. I had been told by my doctor 
before we even looked at the house 
that I was one day away from having 
pneumonia and needed to be admit-
ted to the hospital. “Go home and 
sleep,” my doctor said. Yeah…right. 
When Michelle came home from Na-
tional Convention though, she was 
the best nurse/chef/everything ever. I 
think she felt a little guilty but I know 
that if she had been in my shoes, she 
would have powered on through too. 
I honestly think it was harder for her 
to be away than it was for me to do 
the paperwork and communications 
at home. She would have switched 
places with me in a heartbeat. 

To simply sum it up, the time 
apart is diffi cult for both of us. Mi-
chelle grows weary of being away, 

and I do not enjoy coming home to 
an empty house for several nights in 
a row. I do laundry, clean house, and 
yard work in the hopes that when she 
is home, we can spend some quality 
time together. I am not a great chef, 
but I can fend for myself; I think the 
pizza delivery guy knows Michelle’s 
schedule as well as anyone. Often 
times, even when she is home, she 
is not really “home.” Since she is in 
charge of all the major FFA events in 
the state of South Dakota, the phrase 
“break in the action” is not in her con-
tract. “On to the next thing” is a more 
common phrase in our household. 
Her mind, if not her body, is always 
working because there is always an-
other major event on the horizon. 
This wears on me, on her, and on our 
relationship. I really start to miss her 
and eventually reach a point where I 
have two choices; completely with-
draw, or throw myself further down 
the rabbit hole and deeper into her 
world. Since she is my best friend, 
you can imagine what I choose to do. 
I would be lying if I said that it is al-
ways an easy decision though. Truth 
be told, there are times that I begin to 
resent Michelle’s chosen profession, 
even though I believe so strongly in 
her and the mission she has commit-
ted herself to. I feel jealous of the 
events and people that consume so 
much of her time. Once I reach that 
point, it does not really matter how 
much I believe in what she is doing 
or how necessary it is for her to do it, 
I just know that I want my wife home 
and that I miss her. 

I highly doubt that I am the only 
spouse of an agriculture education 
teacher that has ever had these expe-
riences and felt this way. That is the 
one thing I think we all have in com-
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mon, how we react to these feelings 
is where we differ. I am not about to 
tell you that my reactions are always 
right and if someone else does not re-
act in the same way, they are wrong. I 
am merely saying, “This is a taste of 
how I deal with all of it, in addition 
to co-founding the ‘Spouses of Ag 
Teachers Support Group.’”

We have all heard the saying, “If 
momma ain’t happy, ain’t nobody 
happy.” I live by these words. I do 
everything in my power to make and 
keep Michelle happy. Am I afraid of 
her? Absolutely, but that is not my 
point. For those of you who may not 
understand my sense of humor, I am 
not actually afraid of my wife, but I 
will say this: I am 100% committed 
to my wife and nothing warms my 
heart more than to see a smile on her 
face. Most days this is easy to do, 
but sometimes putting that smile on 
her face proves to be an extremely 
diffi cult task. Times like these pres-
ent me with that crucial decision; am 
I in or out? As luck would have it, I 
am all in. Need some help with the 
wording on that document? Well, you 
are in luck because I am an absolute 
wordsmith.  Need someone to judge 
at State Leadership Career Develop-
ment Events? I do not know anything 
about that event, but I will learn. 
Need a Career Development Event 
coordinator for State Convention? It 
sounds a bit involved, but if it will al-
leviate some of your stress, my dear, 
I will do it. 

I am sure if you are still actually 
reading this, you are thinking, “This 
guy is a total sappy pushover.” Well, I 
have just one thing to say to you: you 
are absolutely right. I love my wife. 
She is my best friend. I love spending 
time with her, and it does not always 
matter where we are. I go to several 
FFA events with her because that is 
often the only way I will get to spend 
time with her. My other option is to 

watch her leave for a few days and 
settle for the occasional phone call 
or text; not a real popular alterna-
tive in my world. You know what I 
fi nd as I help her out with all of these 
events? I fi nd that I learn. I learn 
from the agriculture education teach-
ers. I learn from the students. I learn 
from the other volunteers helping out 
at the event. I learn things that make 
me better suited for my chosen pro-
fession. I learn things that make me 
a better person. Also, (and I have no 
verifi cation of this), I hope that others 
learn from me at these events. I do not 
know for sure that I have any gems of 
wisdom to pass along, but you never 
know. Even a blind squirrel fi nds a 
nut once in a while. My point is, by 
embracing the experiences that are 
available to me because of my wife, 
I have become a better person. I have 
gained a new understanding and ap-
preciation for what agriculture edu-
cation teachers do, what they do for 
their students, what they do for their 
communities, and what they do for 
the agriculture industry as advocates. 
I admire them all because they give 
so much of themselves and yet ask for 
so little in return, an arrangement that 
would drive me to the brink of insan-
ity. They do not measure success in 
the economic sense; they measure it 
by the number of lives they positively 
impact. Witnessing this concept with 
my wife and other agriculture edu-
cation teachers has made me under-
stand that no matter how much they 
give of themselves; they cannot do all 
of it alone. The relationship is a two-
way street. They need my support, 
they need the support of their school 
and community, and they need the 
support of the agriculture community 
because strength comes from like-
minded people who band together for 
a common cause; my wife and I are 
stronger because we have each other. 
The future of our way of life and our 
world depends on this concept, and 
when I think of the big picture in 

this way, it is much easier for me to 
continue on in support of the things 
Michelle does. I know that the pro-
fession that she and so many others 
have chosen makes it easier for me to 
do my job. When it comes down to it, 
if I participate with her, I get to spend 
time with her and that makes both of 
us happy.

My time with my wife is precious 
and I cherish each moment with her. 
To quote Frank Buffay, Jr., from the 
popular television sitcom, Friends: 
“…being with her is so much better 
than, like, not being with her.”  I am 
sure each of you has someone in your 
life you feel this way about, whether 
it is a spouse, child, parent, friend, 
or someone else. You might express 
your sentiment in a slightly different 
manner than Frank but the basic con-
cept is the very same. You do not care 
what the circumstances are surround-
ing the time you spend with them, 
you just know you are glad to be 
there in the moment with them. My 
advice to you is this…go all in. You 
never know what you might learn as 
you go deeper into the rabbit hole and 
the experience is so much better with 
your best friend at your side. 

Chris Nelson is the farm manager at 
the USDA-ARS North Central Agri-
cultural Research Lab in Brookings, 
SD.  His wife, Michelle, is the Execu-
tive Secretary for South Dakota FFA.
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Want to Find Balance? 
Plant a Tree

by Seth Heinert & T. Grady Roberts 

When are you going to 
have time for….us?” 
For many of us, this is 
the cry of our signifi -

cant others as they reconcile a rela-
tionship that may seem unbalanced. 
See if any of these sound familiar – 
“Should I stay late and work on profi -
ciency applications or be home when 
I said I would?” “I’ll be gone every 
Saturday the month of June and July 
for camps and clinics. Who will help 
my son/daughter get their own proj-
ects ready?” “I don’t feel like I’ve 
seen my wife/husband for two weeks 
because I’ve been so tied up getting 
ready for state convention. I hope 
they’re doing OK….”

There is little doubt the life of an 
agriculture instructor is busy. Teach-
ing, advising, coaching, applying, 
traveling; they all exact a fee on our 
time. Unless we are intentional about 
it, this seemingly harried lifestyle can 
render ill effects on our relationships 

outside of the work arena. We see 
evidence of a poorly balanced sched-
ule in our profession far too often. 
This imbalance of work and home 
may lead to stress, burnout or simply 
missed opportunities with the ones 
we love. It is time to fi nd a balanced 
approach to managing our time be-
tween work and everything else that 

happens outside of that arena.

To use an agricultural metaphor, 
let’s imagine a well-manicured fruit 
tree: Its branches are full of ripe fruit. 
The leaves show evidence of care. 
Its roots extend deep into the earth 
anchoring it to the ground. This tree 

is well fed, 
well watered 
and func-
tioning just 
as it should. 
This fruit 
tree provides 
us a visual 
r e f e r e n c e 
for how we 
might be-
gin to build 
a well-bal-
anced life. 
First, we 
must envi-
sion a bal-
anced life. 
We must 

then purposefully plan our time. Fi-
nally, we should be encouraged to 
live inspired. These thoughts are 
based loosely on the book Renova-
tion of the Heart by Dallas Willard 
(2002). 

Envision a Balanced Life

Planting trees is diffi cult work. 

One seldom goes through the effort 
without some idea of the end result. 
Fewer things require more vision 
than planting a tree. However, it is 
with a great degree of optimism that 
we carefully place that sapling in the 
ground, believing that with the proper 
degree of care and time it will yield 
shade, fruit, beauty and many other 
benefi ts. 

When striking a balance between 
time at work and time away from 
work, it’s important to begin with a 
vision of what your life will be like 
with balance. When working to cre-
ate a vision for a life more balanced, 
we should ask ourselves some key 
questions: What would it be like if I 
struck a balance between work and 
home? What might I get? What might 
I have to give up? What will life look 
like fi ve years from now if I was actu-
ally able to strike that balance? 

When creating your vision, some 
key points to consider are: 

• A clear vision of a balanced life 

To lead a balanced life we must 
begin with a clear vision of what 
our life will look like with balance.

Involving your own children in activities with your chapter offi -
cer team can provide lifetime memories for all involved.
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is important. Great time and ef-
fort is given to creating and im-
plementing professional vision 
statements. Equal efforts should 
be given to the vision for life out-
side of work.

• Seek advice from mentors or oth-
ers you respect who have man-
aged to lead a life balanced be-
tween work and personal life.

• Work together with the most im-
portant people in your life to cre-
ate the vision. This vision is not 
for you to create by yourself then 
force upon the other party.

• Appropriate balance may change 
as our lives change. Getting mar-
ried, having children, illness of a 
loved one, etc., may all affect our 
long range perspective. Be fl ex-
ible to change while keeping the 
outcome of a balanced life cen-
tral to your planning.

To begin envisioning a balanced 
life, refl ect on your thoughts after 
reading the previous section. Then, 
write a statement or paragraph that 
describes your vision for the life you 
will live when home becomes fairly 
balanced with work. 

Purposefully Plan Your Time

Now that our sapling is in the ground, 
do we walk away and hope for the 
best? Probably not. Chances are, that 
if we want to see the day that this sap-
ling reaches its full potential as a tree, 
we will be very intentional with the 
way we care for it. Pruning, water-
ing, mulching and fertilizing are all 
critical to the life of the tree. Further, 
the timing of these events has to be 
right in order for the positive effects 
to take effect. 

The time we have to balance be-
tween work and home is very similar 
to the time spent with a young tree. 
We must plan our time purposefully 

to balance 
many as-
pects of life, 
not simply 
work. Ask 
y o u r s e l f : 
W o r k i n g 
backwards 
from your 
vision, in 
what ways 
might you 
need to re-
a r r a n g e 
your sched-
ule to turn 
your vision 
into a real-
ity? How 
can you be 
intentional 
with key times such as evenings, 
weekends and holidays? What re-
sources (i.e. student workers, alumni, 
etc…) could you tap into to free up 
some of your own time? What do you 
need to let go of in order to create a 
more desirable schedule? During the 
time of planning for intentionality, it 
is advisable to revisit your personal 
statement of vision. Keeping this vi-
sion of a balanced life squarely in fo-
cus can help create a very intentional 
schedule.  

With our vision fi rmly in mind, 
begin becoming more intentional 
with your time. Here are some things 
to consider when working on becom-
ing more intentional:

• Schedule planned activities with 
family and friends that are unre-
lated to school.

• Set time limits on tasks and be-
come disciplined in holding 
yourself to them. 

• Don’t make a habit out of work-
ing late. If you must, however, 
limit it to one night per week.

• Plan ahead. When you know 
things are going to get busy, com-
municate this to the people it may 
affect.

• Limit work correspondence from 
home. Answering e-mail, text 
messages and phone calls while 
trying to spend time with loved 
ones may send the message that 
to the loved ones that they are not 
valued.

Now, use your personal time 
management system (i.e. calendar, 
planner, phone, etc.) to more inten-
tionally schedule the time available to 
you. Set a regular block of time every 
week for this planning session. This 
intentional use of our time to balance 
work and home life may be diffi cult, 
but it is the only way to make your vi-
sion come to fruition. So far we have 
set a vision and planned intentionally 
to make that vision become a reality. 
Now, what are we to do when the in-
evitable storms of life come along?

Live Inspired

It begins with the hue of the sky 
shifting from blue to more subtle hues 
of grey. The pressure changes; A few 

Who’s teaching who? Agricultural education students and Ag 
teachers’ kids at a “kiddie” barn. 
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drops of rain fall from the sky. Then 
the wind begins to pick up. Soon, it’s 
a full on storm complete with thunder, 
lightning, and a torrent of rain unmer-
cifully pelting the ground. Will that 
little sapling make it? It just may if 
the roots are deep and strong enough 
to help it hold fast to the ground.

We know challenges will happen. 
We know there will be times which 
feel insanely busy and times of rela-
tive peace. We know that we will get 
sick, or perhaps there will be fi nan-
cial troubles, or…fi ll in the blank. In 
these times do we abandon hope and 
forgo our vision of the life we intend 
to lead? No. To succeed in these dif-
fi cult times, we must sink deep our 
roots and fi nd a source of inspira-
tion to help us through.  Ask your-
self: How will I stay on track with 
my plan, even when it’s diffi cult (i.e. 
its convention time and everything 
is due.). Historically, when are times 
that I am normally up? (i.e. the world 
is my oyster!) When are times that I 
am normally down? (i.e. the world is 
piling up on me). In what ways might 
I shift my focus from challenges that 
are happening in the here and now to 
that of a more long-term perspective?

W h e n 
fi nding an 
a n c h o r i n g 
point to live 
inspired, it 
is important 
to: 

• Talk 
to someone 
(a friend, a 
counselor, 
a mentor) 
about chal-
lenges you 
may be fac-
ing

• A d -
dress obsta-
cles you are 

facing, whether they stem from 
work or home, with the important 
people in your life in a non–con-
frontational way

• Keep a journal – refl ection helps 
you fi nd patterns about yourself 
and your own behaviors 

Something that may help you to 
stay inspired during diffi cult times is 
a token. This token can be a picture, 
an object, or a mantra. It should serve 
as a reminder of a longer term vision 
that can help get you through a more 
immediate diffi cult time. Refer to 
this token any time the storms of life 
come your way.

We have explored some practical 
steps to leading a more balanced life. 
Much the same as planting a sapling 
helps us envision a large beautiful 
tree; we must begin with a clear vi-
sion of what our life will look like 
with balance. Then we explored how 
intentionally caring for that tree can 
help it fl ourish. By being intentional 
with our time we can also see our vi-
sion of balance come to fruition. Fi-
nally, deep roots help our tree to stay 
grounded even in diffi cult conditions. 

We should also fi nd a source of in-
spiration to help us stay “rooted” in 
diffi cult times. The fruit of these sorts 
of efforts may be felt in rekindled re-
lationships, renewed internal vigor 
or retirement to home-fi res that have 
never been allowed to burn out.

Reference
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Often, your children will develop special relationships with your 
students/FFA members. 
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Friends, Family and the FFA: 
Making it Work

by Val & Paul Aarsvold

Like many others in this pro-
fession, our relationship 
goes back to, and should 
be credited to FFA. As se-

niors in high school, we headed off 
to National FFA Convention as part 
of a regional group of chapters. Little 
did we know that we would meet our 
“special someone” on this trip. 

At just 18 years of age, we didn’t 
have our career path identifi ed, but 
we both loved and appreciated FFA 
and agricultural education. While 
pursuing our agricultural education 
degrees at the University of Minneso-
ta, we got engaged and decided to get 
married before our senior year. We 
knew we wanted to make our career 
decisions together and would look for 
agricultural education programs near 
each other. For four years we taught 
at schools located 10 miles apart 
from each other. During this time we 
shared curriculum, ideas, and most of 
all support for each other during these 
learning years. Although we enjoyed 

these schools, an opportunity for us 
to teach at a school closer to family 
opened up and we quickly applied for 
the positions. This was an incredible 
and unique opportunity. We would be 
able to grow an agricultural education 
and FFA program together. Just as the 
excitement for this opportunity was 
building, so did the realization that 
we needed to think this through care-
fully. We would be spending our per-
sonal and professional hours together. 
During the school day we would be 
sharing offi ce and classroom space, 
making decisions on FFA activities 
while at the same time taking care 
of our growing family. We enjoyed 
teaching together and continued to 
do this for three years until the birth 
of our third child. It was at this time 
that we decided that it would be good 
for our family to have more fl exibil-
ity with schedules and Val looked for 
something part-time that could be 
done from home. An opening with 
the Minnesota FFA Foundation pro-
vided the fl exible schedule, while at 
the same time allowed her to stay 

i n v o l v e d 
with agri-
cultural ed-
ucation and 
the FFA. 
So in 2001, 
Val left the 
c lassroom 
to become 
the Execu-
tive Direc-
tor for the 
foundation 
and, just as 
important, 
the spouse 
of an ag-
r i c u l t u r a l 
e d u c a t i o n 

instructor. Paul continued as an agri-
cultural education instructor and the 
second position was again fi lled with 
a licensed teacher.

As we consider the years we’ve 
been involved in agricultural educa-
tion, we identifi ed areas that we feel 
are important to making our personal 
and professional lives work in har-
mony. These areas include:

1. Build an understanding of the 
value of Agricultural Education 
and the FFA.

We were fortunate with this one 
because both of us had benefi ted 
greatly from our own experiences 
as students in agricultural education 
classes and the FFA. We continually 
work to share with each other what 
programs and events we are work-
ing with, including the value to our 
students and donors, as well as to our 
own professional development.

Frequently we discuss broad ag-
ricultural education topics. Val is able 
to share information on state-wide 
programs, while Paul brings the ques-
tions and enthusiasm that a busy in-
structor would have as new programs 
are introduced. The key to these con-
versations is our willingness to listen 
to ideas and incorporate the parts that 
fi t with our vision for the program 
and event. There are many times 
where the initial idea is tweaked as a 
result of our conversation and many 
challenges are avoided.

2. Include each other in activities as 
much as possible.

There are a number of events 
throughout the year that are fun to in-
clude our entire family. These include 
FFA meetings, recreation, movie 

Paul Aarsvold and family with his 2013 Advisor of the Year 
Award.
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night, and the annual banquet. Our 
family comes out in full force to sup-
port each other at the banquet. Paul’s 
comments which include, “thank you 
to my wife and kids for their support 
to the FFA program this past year” 
are always appreciated. We include 
our kids in these activities for a cou-
ple different reasons; fi rst, so that 
they can see and enjoy FFA activities 
just as much as we do and second, be-
cause we want to model to FFA mem-
bers a family that works to balance 
family and professional obligations.   

An annual-can’t-miss activity for 
our family is the summer Ag Instruc-
tor Conference. To our fi ve kids, this 
is like a bonus vacation. They have 
developed friendships with other kids 
and look forward to seeing them each 
year. The conference is designed to 
allow family time as well as profes-
sional development activities. We 
use this as a way to visit with other 
instructors and re-energize ourselves. 

3. Strive for personal and profes-
sional balance.

Early on in our careers, we be-
came involved in almost all of the 
programs that were offered. We bus-
ily assisted with curriculum, writing 
projects, chaperoning the state fair, 
attended camps and conferences, and 
took on leadership roles within our 
profession; truly enjoying all of these 
opportunities. As our family grew and 
our time became sparse, we realized 
a better plan moving forward was to 
spread out future activities. We con-
tinue to participate in programs, but 
have a longer range plan so that our 
time with family is not neglected. 
This was especially important to us 
when our kids were very young. 

Although hard sometimes, we 
also work to say no to some requests. 
Sometimes the opportunity would 
require a lot of time away from our 
kids and would put additional pres-

sure on our family’s schedule. When 
an opportunity is just too good for 
our chapter or the Minnesota FFA 
Foundation to miss, we look to oth-
ers to assist. Although many times we 
have the attitude that it would be best 
if we did it ourselves, we also know 
that others are more than capable and 
willing to assist and in the long run, 
our chapter and foundation will ben-
efi t from the involvement of others.

4. Separate from Agricultural Edu-
cation activities and the FFA.

This has probably been one of 
the most challenging areas for us but 
we continue to work toward the goal 
of some separation. FFA is often dis-
cussed at our dinner table and during 
rides in the car. Although our kids 
have not objected to this frequent 
topic of conversation, we know it’s 
good to discuss other topics and areas 
of our lives. 

Although important, sometimes 
it’s hard to separate the two areas 
that we are most passionate about. 
We both grew up on farms and recall 
little to no separation when discuss-
ing personal and professional topics-
which wasn’t a bad thing. We work 
to put our family fi rst but there is no 
doubt that we believe in our chosen 
professions and enjoy sharing that 
with others. As our kids get older, it 
is very rewarding to have them join in 
conversations and share ideas for the 
local chapter and state programs that 
we work with. It is our hope that as 
they choose their own profession that 
they have learned from us the value 
of serving others and being passion-
ate about one’s chosen career.

As we refl ect upon the past 20 
years, we know that we would not 
be able to be as involved in our pro-
fession if it wasn’t for the support 
of each other. When the kids were 
little, we had our share of stressful 
moments trying to balance parenting 

and work. As our kids get older, we 
still have our share of stressful mo-
ments, but we work really hard to put 
our family fi rst, confi dent that we are 
better in our profession as a result of 
balanced personal and professional 
lives. Our oldest children, now in 
high school, participate in the FFA 
with excitement, not resentment that 
their parents spent a lot of time work-
ing for agricultural education and the 
FFA. Our youngest kids, with a smile 
on their face, playfully try on FFA 
jackets and share that they can’t wait 
to be an FFA member. This is truly 
rewarding; after all it is about friends, 
family, the FFA and Making it Work!

Paul and Val Aarsvold from Plain-
view, Minnesota, have been involved 
in agricultural education for the past 
20 years.  Paul is currently a second-
ary agriculture teacher at Plainview-
Elgin-Millville, while Val serves as 
the Executive Director of the Minne-
sota FFA Foundation.
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How to Survive Parenting as an FFA Advisor
by Lori Tonak

As a single parent with no 
family living in the com-
munity where I taught, I 
learned some valuable 

lessons. Some of these ideas I re-
ceived from childcare providers who 
saw my daughter struggle in my ab-
sence, some were learned from ob-
servations after returning from a long 
trip, and some I gleaned after endur-
ing a survival mode episode. It is my 
hope to share my parenting experi-
ences and expertise with current and 
future agricultural educators – and 
in the process, provide some light-
hearted humor as well!

Tonak’s Tips:

• When traveling away from 
home, write a note card for every 
day of your absence. Give a brief 
rundown of what is going on and 
how much you miss them. En-
close a small gift such as stick-
ers, tattoos, etc.

• When you return home from 
a trip, expect your child to be 
naughty for the same number of 
days you were absent. This is 
their way of letting you know 
they missed you.

Lori Tonak is the Central Region In-
structor for the South Dakota Cen-
ter of Farm/Ranch Management at 
Mitchell Technical Institute. Prior to 
her current position, she taught sec-
ondary agriculture in Kimball, South 
Dakota.

• If parents of your students offer 
to watch your children while you 
are on the road, take them up on 
it. I have found that if someone 
offers more than one time, they 
are seriously willing to watch 
your children. I have developed 
good friendships in a community 
because I let someone watch my 
daughter while I was on the road 
with students. If parents trust 
their children with us, can’t we, 
as advisors, trust parents?

• On mornings of early practices, 
make breakfast for the team. This 
assures that your own child will 
get a nutritious breakfast. Din-
ner for an evening practice works 
well too.

• Keep an adequate amount of toys, 
coloring books and kids’ videos 
in the classroom to entertain your 
child when routines don’t work 
the way you want. 

• Try not to force your child to take 
your classes; they will come to it 
naturally. Believe it or not, they 
may take the class just to spend 
time with you. 

• If your child becomes an FFA 
member, try to treat them as any 
other member. It is easy to take 
advantage of the situation be-

cause a member lives in your 
house.

• Being the child of an FFA advi-
sor has some benefi ts, such as 
learning the value of hard work, 
community service, and indepen-
dence. These lessons will take 
them far in life. 

• There will always be trade-offs 
with any job but, as an FFA ad-
visor, we may be lucky enough 
to spend time every day with our 
own children and give them the 
same skills we have given count-
less others.

Future agricultural leaders develop from an early age.
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Agricultural Education: 
Through the Eyes of the Teacher’s Daughters

by Carissa Osland & Jessica Yost

Jessica: “My sister and I would 
like to share our perspectives 
on the life and impact of agri-
cultural educators through our 

eyes – the daughters of an ag teacher. 
As we refl ect on our dad’s younger 
years, agricultural education was 
about fun, fundraising, and FFA.” 

Carissa and I spent many hours in 
the Ag room. I recall the powder soap 
at the half circle sink, the too-big 
chairs that obviously the high school 
students could fi ll but looked so large 
to me, and the fact that my dad was 
called Mr. Schloesser. Memories are 
also of the concession stands where 
dad and students would make pop-
corn and sell it along with candy and 
soda to raise money for the FFA ac-
tivities. I can still smell the sweetness 
of the large round lollipops on the 
stand that we would sit by as students 
and fans would scurry around mak-
ing and buying refreshments.

Agricultural education to us was 
waiting all year long for the summer 
ag teacher conference. We couldn’t 
wait to see our buddies one year 
older and spend our days playing in 
the pool, going on tours and staying 
up late. In the younger years the con-
ference was all about fun, but as we 
grew older, we started attending ses-
sions and learning about agriculture 
from wonderful presenters. Going to 
the summer conference opened our 
eyes to the efforts of the educators 
but also to the various fi elds within 
agriculture. One session that sticks 
out for me was on fl oral arrange-
ments. As we grew into our teens 
we progressively started to realize 
that these great educators were add-
ing such value to so many schools, 

but unfortunately our own school 
lacked such a program. You see, our 
dad transitioned from high school to 
post-secondary education. We lived 
in a great community and it was sur-
rounded by lush fertile soil, but the 
seeds of high school agriculture had 
been uprooted in the past and no wa-
tering seemed to bring it back. This 
takes us to the next view of agricul-
tural education as we found a way to 
be involved in agricultural education 
and FFA on our own. 

I recall having conversations 
with dad about why there wasn’t an 
agriculture program in our town and 
how I wished there was. One fall day 
dad invited two of the state offi cers to 
visit our school to talk with adminis-
tration and plant the seed for an ag-
riculture program. I watched the two 
walk out of school wearing their blue 
FFA jackets and thought “that is what 
I want to do some day.”  The journey 
that followed wasn’t easy without our 
own program but it was one of much 
learning.

Carissa: “Speaking of learn-
ing…you need to learn to share, Jes-
sica. Now it is my turn to contribute 
some perspective as we were getting 
older and starting to desire being ac-
tive in FFA.”

After my freshman year in high 
school, I spent a week at Greenhand 
Camp and the fi re was lit inside me 
to become more active in FFA despite 
not having an agricultural education 
program available in my hometown. 
Luckily a neighboring town had an 
active FFA Chapter where we became 
members. I participated in the poul-
try judging CDE, job interview CDE, 
and completed a land management 
SAE. Going to all the FFA events 
was an “old hat” for Jessica and me. 

Previously it seemed like our dad just 
had fun at all the events – hanging 
out in the advisor room and hanging 
out with the students. Now that I was 
a participant, I realized more of the 
work that goes into all the contests: 
getting the students prepared, having 
all the equipment and supplies ready 
for the events, and the grading and 
awards.

My appreciation for educators 
continued to grow throughout high 
school. Mr. Tim Larson was my ad-
visor who joined our FFA group on 
the 13 hour bus trip to Louisville for 
National FFA Convention. Mr. Kim 
Myer was my region offi cer team 
advisor who spent a weekend retreat 
with our offi cer team as well as sev-
eral hours of traveling to multiple 
regional FFA meetings. Mr. Jim Ertl 
spent every day of the Minnesota 

Through knowledge gained in 
agriculture classes “we” are edu-
cating the world about the impor-
tance of agriculture.
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State Fair advising and assisting FFA 
Barnyard attendants. The one aspect 
that is the most impressive to me in 
all these experiences is the involve-
ment of the ag educators’ family. I re-
call Mr. Ertl’s sons helping do chores 
at the Barnyard and talking to the 
public about animal agriculture. In-
stead of going to Walt Disney World, 
Mr. Myer’s and Mr. Larson’s fami-
lies enjoyed the weekend retreat and 
National Convention trips for family 
bonding time.

My experiences in FFA stimu-
lated my desire to continue being in-
volved in agriculture as a food animal 
veterinarian in Southwest Minnesota. 
In this role, it becomes even more 
clear the importance of agricultural 
education. As a food animal veteri-
narian, I appreciate that ag educators 
are a “driver” to students becoming 
interested in crop production, live-
stock production or other areas of 
agriculture. Since I work with live-
stock every day, I realize the value of 
ag educators teaching students about 
new technologies, livestock genetics, 
animal nutrition, and health.

Jessica: “OK, sister! My turn 
again!! I would like to share about 

Carissa Odland (right) is a veteri-
narian in southwest Minnesota at 
the Pipestone Veterinary Clinic.  
She graduated from the University 
of Minnesota, College of Veterinary 
Medicine in 2009.   
 
Jessica Yost (left) is a graduate from 
Gustavus Adolphus College in Saint 
Peter, Minnesota. After teaching kin-
dergarten four years, she now enjoys 
working part-time for the University 
of Minnesota.  

what I learned in the education fi eld 
as I taught kindergarten.” 

It was always fun to include ag-
riculture in my classroom as so many 
kids don’t really know where their 
food comes from. This touches on 
the point that through our knowledge 
gained in agriculture classes “we” are 
educating the world about the impor-
tance of agriculture. Now as I work 
with the University of Minnesota at 
the Dairy Education Center, I work 
more closely with agriculture on a 
daily basis. I see the value of the les-
sons learned and the connections that 
I continue to make with wonderful 
people. 

To sum it up, from our experi-
ences and current agricultural fi elds, 
we have learned that Agricultural 
Education and the involved instruc-
tors shape the agricultural world and 
beyond. We want to especially thank 
those who have played a role in our 
successes. To our best teachers ever, 
Brad and LuAnn Schloesser…thanks 
for sharing the importance and infl u-
ences of agriculture with us, and the 
rest of the world. 

Aarsvold family at the 2013 FFA Banquet. 
Read the full article on page 15.
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The Answer is Always ....Yes
by Cristin M Conner and Nathan W. 
Conner

Being married to an agri-
cultural educator, I get 
asked many questions, in-
cluding: (a) Will you help 

with an upcoming cookout?, (b) can 
you drop me off at a high school at 
5 a.m. so I can get on a bus to go to 
convention?, (c) how would you like 
to go to Macon, Georgia to the state 
FFA Convention to serve as a female 
chaperone?, and more recently (d) 
how would you like to write an ar-
ticle describing what it is like to be 
an agriculture educator’s wife? The 
answer is always the same: “Yes.”

Learning to Support your Agricul-
tural Educator 101

We were in college at Murray 
State University in Kentucky. Nathan 
was working on his Masters degree in 
agricultural education. He was fi nish-
ing up his student teaching at a rural 
high school during the day and work-
ing at a call center in the evenings. 
We could see the end in sight and it 
felt amazing. What you have to un-
derstand about student teaching is 
that it is stressful. Nathan, being only 
human, became worried over many 
things that took place during his stu-
dent teaching. He even brought the 
concerns and issues home with him. 
However, the key to supporting your 
husband is to always be there for him 
no matter what happens. Now, my ad-
vice is not to say “don’t worry every-
thing will work out.” Instead, the role 
of an agricultural educator’s spouse is 
more like a pit crew. You must change 
his tires, clean his windshield, and let 
him roll on. 

Nathan asked me the oh-so-im-
portant question, “Will you marry 
me?” Easiest question that I have ever 

had the pleasure to answer, “Yes.” 
Of course, if you’re going to marry 
someone, you have to live with them 
after you get married. That means 
moving where he gets a job. Nathan 
had applied for different jobs in two 

different states. One day he received 
a job offer from a high school in Mi-
ami, Florida. He made the challeng-
ing decision to decline his fi rst job 
offer. We both knew that Florida was 
not a place we wanted to go at that 
particular point in time and it even-
tually became apparent that we were 
not going to end up close to our child-
hood homes. A school in Hampton, 
Georgia called offering Nathan an 
interview. He asked me if I was will-
ing to move to Georgia. I told Nathan 
that Gone with the Wind was a pretty 
good movie and I loved peaches. Na-
than got the job!

Learning to Support your Agricul-
tural Educator 102

Getting to know the students 
through helping my husband with 
meetings and events was a great ex-
perience. Nathan taught in Hampton, 
Georgia for three years and during the 
three years, Nathan’s classroom felt 
like home. I would stop by after work 
to help clean the animal cages and 
water the plants (help is such a strong 
term; I really showed up to love on 
the guinea pigs!). All the while stu-
dents would be buzzing around the 
classroom happy to help. We would 
even go up to the school on breaks 
to check on animals and plants. I ask 
you, how many wives get to spend so 
much time with their husbands? Be-

ing an agriculture teacher’s wife had 
many perks. Holding all of the ador-
able critters and getting fi rst pick of 
the fl owers before the plant sale was 
just icing on the cake!

The Take Home Message

The answer is always yes, not 
because I feel an obligation to my 
husband. No, I say yes because we 
are partners. If you have heard this 
statement once you have heard it a 
thousand times, “Behind every good 
man, is a good woman.” For an ag-
ricultural educator’s wife, the saying 
goes a little differently, “Beside every 
good agricultural educator, there is a 
crazy wife!” Embrace the crazy, say 
yes and have fun!

 

Nathan W. Conner is an Assistant 
Professor of Agricultural Education 
at Tennessee Tech University.

Cristin M. Conner is a student in the 
College of Education at Tennessee 
Tech University.

A spouse is more like a pit crew.
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On Marriage, Family and 
Agricultural  Education...

by Amanda and Curtis Bowling

So, when do you guys see each 
other?” That simple, short 
question is often asked to my 
husband and I; we sometimes 

feel like we have to answer it all the 
time. Our response is always the 
same: “Well, when we are not at FFA 
activities we make it a point to fi nd 
time for each other and our family.” 
The reason we get asked this ques-
tion so often is because we are both 
secondary agriculture teachers. In 
fact, the two of us teach agricultural 

education at rivalry county schools in 
Missouri. I teach at South Callaway 
High School and my husband, Curtis 
Bowling, teaches at North Callaway 
High School. Besides the chaos of 
being agriculture teachers, we also 
have a toddler-aged daughter named 
Casey Jo, whose favorite hobby late-
ly seems to be destroying our house.  

When Curtis and I were going 
through our agricultural education 
classes at the University of Missouri, 
our professors always told us about 
the different “hats” that agriculture 
teachers must wear. These many hats 
include being a teacher, curriculum 
developer, accountant for chapter fun-
draisers, coach, counselor, and some-
times parent to all our “FFA kids”.  
However, this concept never really 

sunk in until both Curtis and I started 
working in the profession. With each 
of us wearing all of these “hats” from 
time to time, we risk losing sight of 
our most important “hats” in life, be-
ing a spouse and parent. 

Because we are still relative-
ly newlyweds (only married for 4 
years), many people assume we can 
keep the home fi res burning without 
much effort. In reality, that isn’t ex-
actly true; it is still really diffi cult. 
With us both gone here, there, and 
everywhere for FFA activities; CDE 

practices, conferences, and conven-
tions; some days it is a struggle. For-
tunately though, the commitments 
that we initially made to one another 
when we fi rst got married have kept 
our marriage strong. These commit-
ments include: always make time 
for each other, have at least one date 
night a month, help each other out, 
and never fi ght – ever. While these 
may seem unreasonable to some, 
they work for us. Additionally, once 
we had our daughter, our list of com-
mitments to one another expanded to 
include always making time for fam-
ily and putting our child’s needs fi rst. 

Busy schedules can limit the 
amount of family time we have. One 
way we manage is by setting aside 
time every day to spend with each 

other. Even if it’s just a few minutes 
at night watching TV or a movie, 
Curtis and I fi nd time to be just hus-
band and wife; taking off our agri-
culture teacher hats. We also make 
time to play with Casey, even if one 
of us comes home a little late from a 
school or FFA activity. We’ve created 
a routine that works for us as a fam-
ily; I generally take her to daycare, 
so she and I have time together in the 
morning. Curtis takes a few minutes 
to play with her before he leaves for 
work.

Fortunately, we both also know 
that some days it is better to leave 
school, walk away from the work 
on our desks, and come home to our 
baby girl. During our busiest FFA 
season, which is the spring when we 
are in Career Development Event 
mode, we both have practices almost 
every night. Because of this, we set 
one night each week where we both 
come home after school and forget 
about CDEs. Curtis and I also try 
to set a date night once each month, 
where we get a sitter and have a quiet 
dinner together. 

Keeping the stress of our school 
days away from home is a key to bal-
ancing work and family. One way that 
Curtis and I do this is by helping one 
another at home or at school, when 
needed. At home, I help Curtis with 
farm work when needed and he helps 
with the housework. We both go to 
each other’s FFA activities when we 
can to help out and provide support 
(personal and professional) for one 
another. We also try to process our 
bad days and bad attitudes by talk-
ing about them, venting a little, and 
seeking advice from each other. We 
discuss family concerns we have and 
work through them calmly. Just like 

Taking time to spend with the 
key people in your life will pro-
vide you comfort…and allow you 
to continue.
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when working with students, if you 
raise your voice or argue, no one wins 
and nothing positive is accomplished.

The hardest transition we have 
had throughout our young marriage 
was adding a new set of little boots 
to our house. As all new parents do, 
we faced the typical struggles; lack 
of sleep, being buried in diapers, and 
wondering how rice cereal ended up 
on the ceiling. We also struggled with 
arranging our schedules and work-
ing with childcare providers around 
our FFA activities. We found that we 
relied a lot on family and friends to 
help when we both had activities on 
the same day. We also found planning 
a couple weeks ahead ensured we 
would have someone to watch Casey. 
However, the stress brought on by 
these typical parenting issues failed 
to compare to the stress from an un-
expected fi ght our little girl and our 
family went through early in her life.

When Casey was born she was 
diagnosed with a rare birth defect; a 
tethered spinal cord. Because of this, 
she had to go through countless MRIs, 
tests, and doctor visits within the fi rst 
six months of her life. After receiving 
bad medical advice from one neuro-
surgeon, we found the most amazing 
neurosurgeon in Chicago. This meant 
we would be making a six-hour drive 
to and from Chicago several times 
for tests and surgery. Casey ended 
up having a successful surgery at six 
months of age and we spent a week 
and a half in Chicago while she re-
covered. 

While we would never have 
asked for this challenge, this is the 
one life event that has taught us the 
most. Although we love our careers 
as agriculture teachers, no chapter or 
member success is more important 
than family. If you must sacrifi ce time 
with your agriculture program or FFA 
chapter to be with family from time to 
time, do it. Throughout Casey’s med-

ical journey, we both missed several 
days at work and a handful of FFA 
activities. Even so, our classrooms 
were still there when we got back and 
FFA events had rolled on without us. 
While we were in Chicago we were 
lucky enough to have a great support 
system back home. Each of us teach 
in a two-teacher program. Our teach-
ing partners held down the fort when 
we were gone and other faculty and 
staff sent thoughts and prayers our 
way. Through this experience, we also 
realized the value of our Missouri ag-
ricultural education family. While our 
little girl was going through endless 
tests and surgery, our fellow teachers 
were sending thoughts and prayers 
our way, and helping us out fi nancial-
ly through a relief fund established by 
the state agriculture teacher associa-
tion. 

We recognize that every agricul-
ture teacher across the country has a 
different situation. Every family is 
different. But, no matter where you 
teach, the life of an agriculture teach-
er is hectic and diffi cult at times. Sup-
porting one another – and having 
support from those around you – will 
help you work through the craziness. 
Regardless whether you are an agri-
culture teacher yourself, the spouse 
of an agriculture teacher – or both, 

Amanda Bowling is an agriculture 
instructor and FFA Advisor at South 
Callaway High School and Curtis 
Bowling is an agriculture instructor 
and FFA Advisor at North Callaway 
High School.

like Curtis and I, taking time to spend 
with the key people in your life will 
provide you comfort… and allow you 
to continue on even on those days 
when the work piles up and the stress 
seems to be too much. 
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by Trent Wells, Lindsay Calvert, Josie 
McQuillen, & Katelyn Warin

Where did my day go?” 
“My prep period is 
consumed by respond-
ing to emails.” “It’s al-

ready 8 PM and I’m still working.” If 
these statements sound familiar, you 
are not alone. Researchers (Chen-
evey, Ewing, & Whittington, 2008) 
have found that agricultural educa-
tion teachers don’t have enough time 
in the day to complete all the tasks 
required of them. These stresses and 

work pressures can negatively affect 
teaching performance and student 
learning (Croom, 2003). However, it 
doesn’t take research data to illustrate 
that teachers are often compromised 
in their daily time allowance. First-
year agricultural education teacher 
Trent Wells said that, “I only have 
so much time to complete all of my 
daily tasks that range from teaching 
lessons to grading papers to deal-
ing with other typical school issues. 
Frankly, if there is anything that I 
could request as a fi rst-year teacher, 
I would say that I would like just a 
little more time each day.”  It is cer-
tain that Mr. Wells’ request is not 
lost amongst other teachers as well. 
Perhaps a partial answer exists with 
assistance from the Agricultural Mar-
keting Resource Center (AgMRC).

The AgMRC exists as a web-
based resource for agricultural com-
modities, particularly those in the 

Time Th ief: Combating Teacher Time 
Consumption with Useful Evaluation

value-added segment of the industry. 
The AgMRC website and its content 
have been developed in conjunction 
with the United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) and various uni-
versities across the country, particu-
larly Iowa State University. A portion 
of the website is dedicated to curricu-
lum worksheets developed by agri-
cultural education graduate students 
at Iowa State. These worksheets are 
designed to allow agricultural educa-
tion teachers access to pre-developed, 
pre-formatted worksheets that are de-

signed to engage students in relevant 
activities and, as the old adage goes, 
“keep them busy.” 

To aid in keeping the content of 
these worksheets relevant, the en-
tirety of these worksheets are based 
on subject matter found in the com-
modities and products section of the 
AgMRC website. The subject mat-
ter is quite broad in content, rang-
ing from aquaculture to grains and 
oilseeds to vegetables. This broad 
swath of content represents the diver-
sity of the agricultural industry while 
indicating to users the wide range of 
commodities, careers, and opportu-
nities within the associated industry 
segments. Additionally, this provides 
users with multiple avenues of infor-
mation collection pertaining to agri-
cultural commodities. 

To take full advantage of the con-
tent distribution opportunities avail-

able through the website, as well as 
opportunities to help agricultural 
education teachers, graduate students 
at Iowa State have been solicited to 
work with AgMRC to develop work-
sheets that allow teachers: A) to as-
sess student knowledge of the content 
and B) access to a free supplemental 
curriculum resource. These work-
sheets utilize agricultural commodity 
content as a context through which 
teachers are allowed free and open 
access to assessment worksheets that 
emphasize critical- and higher-order 
thinking skills. These supplemental 
resources provide students with addi-
tional opportunities to utilize technol-
ogy-based resources to complete use-
ful and relevant assessment tools and 
learn about the agricultural industry 
in the United States and abroad.

Because these lessons are broad 
in their expanse and diverse in their 
content, the learning strategies em-
ployed in the worksheets refl ect this 
assortment as well. These lessons re-
quire students to go beyond simply 
looking up information on a web-
page. Instead, students must be able 
to use their critical-thinking skills to 
address much of the required content. 
For example, in the grain and oilseeds 
unit, lesson worksheet number fi ve, 
“Genetically Modifi ed Crop Produc-
tion Debate,” students are given two 
class periods to address the work-
sheet’s guiding question: “Genetic 
modifi cation versus “original” plant 
production: What are the risks and 
benefi ts, and are they worth it?” After 
the teacher divides students up in the 
traditional debate format, students 
are expected to use various resources 
(primarily the AgMRC website) to 
locate information that supports their 
arguments. Students would then have 

Saving time helps to save a little 
sanity and improve teaching.
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to organize their information into a 
logical and coherent body that is used 
to frame their opinions. Afterward, 
each side would present its ideas in 
the moderated debate format. As a fi -
nal result, students would have had to 
research the appropriate information, 
analyze it, organize it, present it, and 
defend it. With all of this action and 
learning taking place, the teacher al-
lowed students to complete the work-
sheets in a timely fashion without 
having to frame the entire learning 
experience, thereby saving the teach-
er a signifi cant amount of time. 

As a fi nal product of these work-
sheets, students are allowed the op-
portunity to engage in assessment 
that challenges their critical-thinking 
skills while further educating them in 
the broad fi eld of agriculture.  Teach-
ers are allowed the chance to provide 
students with opportunities to use 
technology to fi nd solutions to real-
world issues and problems. In addi-
tion to use with (as opposed to instead 
of) current curriculum, these work-
sheets can also be used when normal 
class sessions are disrupted (i.e., a 
substitute teacher is present or other 
school-related functions that interfere 
with normal class sessions occur). 
It should be noted that the AgMRC 
worksheets are designed to supple-
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ment, not 
replace any 
curriculum 
that teachers 
already have 
in place. The 
worksheets 
are, in prin-
ciple and 
practice, an-
other tool in 
the agricul-
tural educa-
tion teach-
er’s toolbox. 
Just like 
other tools, 
this one is 

designed to make the teacher’s life 
just a little easier through saving a 
little bit of time at the end of the day. 
Saving time helps to save a little san-

ity and improve teaching. Shouldn’t 
that be the purpose of a teaching tool? 

References

Cheveney, J. L., Ewing, J. C., & 
Whittington, M. S. (2008). 
Teacher burnout and job satisfac-
tion among agricultural educa-
tion teachers. Journal of Agri-
cultural Education, 49(3), 12-22. 
doi: 10.5032/jae.2008.03012

Croom, D. B. (2003). Teacher burn-
out in agricultural education. 
Journal of Agricultural Educa-
tion, 44(2), 1-13. doi: 10.5032/
jae.2003.02001



25November December 2013

by Meghan M. Wood

Glow sticks are truly a phe-
nomenon. When cracked, 
they give off a brilliant 
light that is created from 

a catalyst of reactions that mix with 
chemiluminescent molecules. Ag-
ricultural education is and can con-
tinue to be the shining glow stick of 
many schools and communities. As 
students are faced head on with chal-
lenges of the world and a demanding 
workforce, the programs of agricul-
tural education must continue meet-
ing the needs of students in prepara-
tion for college and career readiness. 
When compared to a simple glow 
stick, agricultural education should 
take note. 

In 1918, the National Education 
Association developed a report called 
the “Cardinal Principles of Second-
ary Education.” It described the goals 
and outcomes of secondary education 
during the education movement of 
the twentieth century. The report out-
lined seven objectives and was one of 
the most infl uential documents in the 
fi eld of education in its day. What fol-
lows are the suggested Seven Cardi-
nal Rules for agricultural education.    

1. The Unlit Glow Stick: Agricul-
tural education must continue to 
serve a purpose through meeting 
student and community needs. 

Unlit glow sticks do not shine; they 
do not glow. Their molecules have 
not been excited therefore they serve 
no purpose. Agricultural education 
has a purpose it has lived by for 
nearly a century. Educating students 
about agriculture while providing 
leadership and personal growth op-
portunities should continue to stay 

Be More Like a Glow Stick: 
The Seven Cardinal Rules

at the forefront of its’ mission. Agri-
cultural education curriculum should 
be directly linked to the needs of the 
community in order to meet the needs 
of the students. Instruction and pro-
grams should be expanded to respond 
to a growing global economy and ag-
riculture industry marketplace. Agri-
cultural education must also continue 
to build industry, business and col-
lege partnerships that will allow stu-
dents greater networks for success af-
ter high school. It cannot be the unlit 
glow stick which serves no purpose.

2. Break the Glow Stick:  Agricul-
tural education must educate the 
whole student. 

When we compare agricultural edu-
cation to a glow stick, the fi rst thing 
we must do is “break” the mold of 
stereotypes. Agricultural education 
is a valuable part of the whole school 
environment and the community. In 
turn, it should educate many parts of 
a student not just one piece. Students 
come from a diverse world of back-
grounds and homes. As we educate 
the student as a member of the com-
munity agricultural education helps 
the student become a more diverse 
learner. Through educational and 
leadership opportunities, students de-
velop confi dence, citizenship, integ-
rity and other benefi cial interpersonal 
skills. Along with academic con-
tent of high school classes, students 
receive leadership and soft skills 
through agricultural education. In 
addition, students connect concepts 
from their core academic classes to 
a real world application that builds a 
deeper understanding of the content. 

3. Shake the Glow Stick: Agricul-
tural education should help stu-
dents develop higher order think-

ing skills in order to have deeper 
understanding of content knowl-
edge and skills application. 

In order for the glow stick to shine 
brighter, it must be shaken. With each 
shake, molecules inside mix together 
and become brighter. Students can 
shine brighter when they “shake” 
their knowledge of math, English 
and science and mix it with the ap-
plication of agriculture concepts. 
With each activity and application 
of content knowledge, students de-
velop higher order thinking skills that 
are harder to develop without this 
reinforcement. These higher order 
thinking skills help students develop 
a deeper understanding of not only 
academic content but also real world 
application skills. When a student 
can apply, analyze, synthesize and 
evaluate content knowledge, they are 
utilizing higher order thinking skills 
which will help them be successful 
learners in the future. 

4. Be the Catalyst that Generates 
Excitement: Agricultural educa-
tion provides experiential learn-
ing opportunities in order to re-
inforce core academic concepts 
that are necessary for high school 
success and career readiness. 

A catalyst is a substance that causes 
a chemical reaction in a glow stick. 
Experiential learning is the “catalyst” 
for agricultural education. Through 
experiential learning, students can 
grasp key concepts taught in the 
classroom. When this catalyst sparks 
a reaction in a student, connections 
are made and students develop criti-
cal skills necessary for employment. 
Agricultural education utilizes Su-
pervised Agricultural Experience 
programs to engage students through 
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“learning by doing.” The relationship 
between skills learned and career 
readiness has a direct implication for 
the success of agricultural education 
and its’ students. Agriculture indus-
tries and businesses seek leaders to 
guide their companies in a competi-
tive global market. Students who 
possess these real world application 
skills with an understanding of cur-
rent technology and developing re-
sources will be highly recruited in an 
increasingly competitive job market. 

5. Be a Chemiluminescent Mole-
cule to Refl ect Light: Agricultur-
al education is a place for every 
student no matter learning ability, 
race, gender or skills. 

Chemiluminescence is the emission 
of light as the result of a reaction. 
When a glow stick is broken and 
shaken, catalysts mix with molecules 
to refl ect light. The core molecules of 
any agricultural education programs 
are the students.  No matter the abili-
ties of students, all have the ability 
to be “chemiluminescent.” Students 
often fi nd a sense of belonging in the 
FFA student organization. The impli-
cations of this cardinal rule are that 
students can thrive when they are 
able to fulfi ll their learning needs. A 
student cannot learn without having 
certain needs met before others. In 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the lev-
el of belonging comes before esteem 
but after safety. Once a student feels 
safe in their learning environment, 
they can then seek to meet their be-
longing needs. Agricultural education 
is viewed by many as a “family.” Be-
cause of the many opportunities there 
are for students to become involved 
in competitions, meetings, conven-
tions and activities a student develops 
a sense of belonging as they feel they 
are a part of something much bigger. 
Agricultural education programs be-
come the home of many special needs 
students as well as under-achieving 

students looking for a place they can 
belong. This is where many students 
begin to shine and take on a light of 
their own. 

6. Stay Lit: The light of agricultural 
education must continually stay 
lit by seeking improvements in 
methods, standards, resources 
and technology and by being 
fl exible when change occurs. 

To be effective, we want glow sticks 
to stay lit as long as possible. In our 
ever changing world, we must never 
be stagnant. The agricultural educa-
tion profession must also stay lit by 
continuing to seek updates to provide 
students with viable career options 
after high school.  In order to contin-
ue to provide students with relevant 
hands-on instruction, agricultural 
education must strive to stay current 
in all aspects of the profession.  In-
structional methods along with stu-
dent learning needs will continue to 
evolve in an ever-changing society. 
Industries and businesses who seek 
leaders from agricultural education 
students will continue to develop 
their technologies and update their 
standards of performance. The light 
of agricultural education comes from 
partnerships within each community 
that helps to serve students. 

7. Glow Sticks get Dimmer: To 
continue shining, agricultural 
education must promote lifelong 
learning. 

Glow sticks can give off their chemi-
luminescence for 8-12 hours and then 
go dim. Unlike a glow stick, agricul-
tural education can give off its’ light 
for a lifetime. Teachers and students 
are the future of agricultural educa-
tion. We must continue to keep their 
light shining. Through the experi-
ences and educational opportunities, 
students learn a lifetime’s worth of 
valuable lessons. Agricultural educa-
tion must stay faithful to core values 

and not be led astray. As agriculture 
industries and global markets change, 
agricultural education can be a foun-
dation for knowledge and informa-
tion. The profession must keep up 
with the changing needs of communi-
ties and students in order to stay cur-
rent. Teacher preparation programs in 
our colleges and universities play a 
pivotal role in keeping the profession 
current by producing high quality 
teacher educators for the classroom. 
Successful teachers will help keep 
the light of agricultural education 
from going dim. 

For agricultural education to re-
main a viable part of today’s educa-
tion system, we need to keep our 
glow stick shining. By following 
these seven principles, agricultural 
education can continue to educate the 
whole student about agriculture while 
meeting the needs of our communi-
ties, student, industries and business-
es. If our glow stick goes dim, the 
philosophy set forth by our agricul-
tural education founding fathers will 
be the only light left shining from our 
history. 
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Doctoral degree from North Carolina 
State University. She taught Agricul-
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Agricultural Education 
Magazine Potpourri

Many times potential ideas for articles 
do not fi t the proposed themes.  In 2014 
you will have another opportunity to sub-
mit and an article that does not fi t one of 
the themes.  To have your article con-
sidered for this issue, please submit a 
100 word abstract to the Theme Editor 
that summarizes your idea for an ar-
ticle.  Based on the abstracts submitted, 
the Theme Editor will select seven to ten 
topics for development into full articles 
for potential publication in The Agricul-
tural Education Magazine. 
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March April
The Road Less Traveled 

As agricultural education programs have 
evolved over the past twenty-fi ve years, 
the types of students involved in the pro-
grams have changed as well.  Who are 
these non-traditional students, where did 
they come from, and where are they tak-
ing us?
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May June
Experiential Learning in 

the 21st Century
The 2014 National Ag Ed Summit in 
Indianapolis, Indiana will highlight re-
search and approved practices for super-
vised experience programs.  This issue 
of The Agricultural Education Magazine 
will build on the issues discussed during 
the Summit.
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July August
Assessing Student Achieve-

ment 
Agricultural education has not been ex-
empt from the “accountability” move-
ment in education.  Programs are ex-
pected to implement practices that will 
provide data to evaluate student perfor-
mances and overall program quality.  
This issue of The Agricultural Education 
Magazine will explore ways the high 
school teacher can use to assess student 
achievement. 
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September October
Preparing the Next Genera-

tion of Leaders
Many individuals attribute their leader-
ship skills to participation in agricultural 
education and the FFA. What are the 
techniques used by agricultural education 
programs to develop  leadership skills?  
How have these techniques changed over 
the years.  A series of personal examples 
will be used to explore the techniques.
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Utilizing School 

Laboratories
The development of psychomotor skills 
is a crucial component of career and tech-
nical education programs.  In order to de-
velop these skills, laboratory activities 
are essential.  Agricultural educators uti-
lize many laboratory settings to provide 
skill development opportunities for its 
students.  A number of practitioners will 
share ways they use laboratories in their 
agricultural education programs.  
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