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Public Relations:  A Necessity for 
Today’s Agricultural Education Programs?

by Harry N. Boone, Jr.

At the time of the passage 
of the Smith-Hughes Act 
of 1917, nearly 50 percent 
of the population was in-

volved in production agriculture. Be-
cause of the direct link between pro-
duction agriculture and agricultural 
education programs at that time, the 
emphasis on a public relations strat-
egy for secondary agricultural educa-
tion programs was not as important 
as it is today. With less than three 
percent of the population involved in 
production agriculture and numerous 
career options for today’s students, 
a sound public relations strategy is 
a must for a high school agricultural 
education program.    

A good public relations strategy 
must begin with a strong instructional 
program.  A strong school based ag-
ricultural education program starts 
with a classroom/laboratory compo-
nent that includes contextual inquiry-
based instruction and learning.  The 
knowledge and skills learned in the 
classroom/laboratory are then en-
hanced with an experiential education  
component. Students continue their 
education by applying their knowl-
edge and skills through the imple-
mentation of a supervised experience 
program (SAE).  Their experiences 
are capped off with the development 
of leadership skills, personal growth, 
and career development through the 
FFA Organization.  Too many teach-
ers forget that the “total program”  is 
a package deal.  You must incorporate 
all three components of the program 
for your students to be successful.  

Without a strong “total program” 
of agricultural education your public 
relations program is bound to fail.  

Just like an employer 
will see through the false 
claims of an unqualifi ed 
applicant, the public will 
see through the “false 
claims” of a poor agri-
cultural education pro-
gram. 

The next step is to 
set worthy goals for your 
program.  These goals 
will take several forms.  You may 
have a personal set of goals for your 
program.  You will also have a set of 
goals that you develop in conjunction 
with your advisory committee.  You 
may also have a set of goals that you 
develop with the assistance of your 
offi cer team.  While it may seem that 
three sets of goals will lead to con-
fusion, I will argue that there will be 
continuity among the three sets of ob-
jectives.  They will be very similar, 
however, the focus and wording may 
be slightly different depending on the 
group involved.  

Involve key stakeholders in your 
public relations activities. Let’s start 
with your advisory committee.  The 
advisory committee should be di-
verse and represent the agricultural 
interests of the local community.  
This diversity will assist in identify-
ing activities that meet the needs of 
all aspects of the local community.  
Don’t forget to involve your students.  
They will be the key to reaching the 
next generation of students for your 
program.  

Include a variety of activities in 
your public relations plan.  Many 
young teachers will develop their 
public relations activities around cur-
rent  trends, specifi cally social media.  
While social media will help you at-

tract the current generation of youth 
into your program, it may not attract 
the fi nancial and physical support 
that you need.  As a young teacher 
just out of college, you probably do 
not remember a time when the mobile 
(cell) phone (and now smart phones) 
was not a part of society.  Remember 
there are a number of us still active 
in the work force that can remember 
when phones always had cords and 
personal computers were in their in-
fancy.  

I will leave you with a few 
thoughts:  develop a quality agricul-
tural education program, set goals for 
your program and your public rela-
tions activities, involve all key stake-
holder groups in the development of 
your plan, and use a variety of activi-
ties to “sell” your program. 
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THEME ARTICLE

In the Field with Arizona Agriculture
 by Monica Kilcullen Pastor

I love my trading cards! I can’t 
wait to show them to my par-
ents and tell them what I learned 
today.” This was said to me by 

a fi fth grade student, in front of the 
grant manager (“Thank you, very 
much!”), during one of two “fi eld 
days” coordinated with funds from 
the Arizona Department of Agricul-
ture Specialty Crop Block grants. 
The University of Arizona College 

of Agriculture and Life Sciences 
Cooperative Extension Agricultural 
Literacy Program was awarded the 
grant.

In the Field with Arizona Agri-
culture was designed to coordinate 
agriculture education fairs in urban 
schools in Maricopa County, Ari-
zona. The purpose was for elemen-
tary students and their teachers to 
have an opportunity to participate in 
an extracurricular activity without 
sacrifi cing curriculum content. The 
fair was comprised of eight learning 
stations run by FFA members in col-
laboration with agriculture and nutri-
tion experts. The students and their 
teachers were taught the benefi ts of 
agriculture and the importance of 
healthy food choices, thereby in-
creasing the likelihood of children 
and adults consuming specialty 
crops, specifi cally those grown in 
Arizona.

Two fairs were coordinated, one 
in the fall and one in the spring. Four 
elementary schools participated with 
a total of 900 students, 36 teachers, 
and four principals. Individual class-
es visited each of the eight learning 
stations for 15 minutes. A ninth sta-
tion was arranged for students to get 
drinking water. Two sessions were 
held each day with nine classes cir-
culating amongst the stations in the 
morning and nine in the afternoon. 

An agriculture or nutrition expert 
was teamed with two or three FFA 
members at each learning station. 
The fi rst two class rotations visiting 
the stations had the expert leading 
the hands-on activity. The FFA mem-
bers were able to observe the teach-
ing of the required content and then 
they fi nished with the remaining sev-
en classes with the expert serving in 
an assistant role.

Each station had a hands-on 
component to reinforce the subject 
matter being taught. All the content 
came from the Arizona Grown Spe-
cialty Crop Lessons (agclassroom.
org/az). The lessons were designed 
to reinforce knowledge being taught 
in the classroom and were aligned 
to the academic standards. The pro-
gram coordinator personally visited 
with each principal to share all of 
the activities in which the students 
would participate. The principals 
enthusiastically supported the fi eld 

days after they saw the academic 
content. The school district second-
ary science specialist served in an 
advisory capacity and also was the 
expert at one of the learning stations. 
After the students participated in the 
activity, they were handed a “trading 
card” with the photo of the expert on 
the front and the concepts the stu-
dents learned at that station on the 
reverse. This was developed so the 
students could reinforce their knowl-
edge while relating the day’s activity 
with their parent/guardian. The cards 
were similar in size and on laminated 
card stock just like a baseball trading 
card.

The station activities were as 
follows:

1. Students learned the essential 
components of what a plant 
needs to grow by creating a 
bracelet with different colored 
beads representing seed (or-
ange), nutrients (black), water 
(blue), air (clear), sun (yellow), 
nurturing (red for love), and 
of course, the result is a plant 
(green). 

2. A farmer read the story, If it 
Weren’t for Farmers, by Allan 
Fowler. Then the farmer de-
scribed their agriculture opera-
tion. Water is vital to agriculture 
and our method to irrigate crops 
was demonstrated to the students 
while they practiced siphoning 
water from one bucket to anoth-
er with a tube.

3. Photosynthesis was demonstrat-
ed to the students through two 
methods. Leaves were held un-
der water so students could ob-
serve the leaves emitting oxygen 
bubbles. They were also given 
various leaves and covered por-

A partnership with elementary 
school(s) to develop an agriculture fair 
can be a fun and educational recruiting 
tool for your program. 
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tions of the leaves with foil. 
They were instructed to keep 
their leaves in the sun and could 
observe the change in leaf color 
from prolonged sunlight depri-
vation to the covered portion of 
the leaf.

4. Students learned about the vari-
ous functions of the root, stem, 
leaf, fl ower, and fruit of the plant 
through interactive discussion. 
Students then guessed examples 
of parts of the plant they were 
eating when eating a fruit or a 
vegetable.

5. The nutrition station gave the 
students an opportunity to taste 
a vegetable and fruit they may 
not have ever eaten. Every fruit 
or vegetable they sampled was 
grown in Arizona.

6. Students had the opportunity 
to learn about the difference 
between fruits and vegetables. 
They participated in a sorting 
activity in which they sorted the 
Arizona grown fruits from the 
vegetables. 

7. The parts of the seed station al-
lowed the students to dissect a 
lima bean, so they could iden-
tify the embryo, seed coat, endo-
sperm and cotyledon.

8. Pecans are a crop grown in 
Arizona that gave the students 
a unique opportunity to learn 
about calligraphy while writing 
with pecan shell ink. This station 
was a chance to learn about the 
history of ink, a chance to write 
using pecan ink as colonists did, 
and to understand that pecans 
are a good source of protein. 

Surveys with 32 questions were 
administered by the teachers in their 
classrooms prior to the event and 
then one week following the event. 

The survey analy-
sis showed statis-
tically signifi cant 
change in students’ 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g s 
on all but two of 
the 24 knowledge 
based questions. 
This means that the 
students as a whole 
were able to answer 
these 22 questions 
more correctly, that 
this increased abil-
ity was substantial, 
and that their abil-
ity to do so is due 
to what they learned 
at the agriculture 
fair. The remain-
ing eight questions 
sought to quantify 
student’s likelihood 
to consume fruits 
and vegetables. The 
student answers to 
the questions could 
not statistically infer 
that the fair led to an 
increase in fruit or 
vegetable consumption.

The agriculture fair had substan-
tial educational value in increasing 
student’s knowledge about the sub-
ject matter content. The participation 
by the FFA members was extremely 
valuable both educationally and as a 
promotional event for the FFA pro-
gram. The members came from the 
local high schools in which the el-
ementary students would attend. The 
event was an excellent opportunity 
for the young students to observe the 
FFA members in their offi cial dress 
and to learn about agriculture from 
these exceptional youth. A partner-
ship with your elementary school(s) 
to develop an agriculture fair is high-
ly recommended as a fun, education-
al recruiting tool for your program. 

Monica Kilcullen Pastor is an Area 
Associate Agent, Agricultural Lit-
eracy with the University of Arizona 
College of Ag & Life Sciences Coop-
erative Extension. 

The partners in the agriculture fair 
included the school district, the Uni-
versity of Arizona, Arizona Nursery 
Association, Maricopa County Farm 
Bureau, Master Gardeners, and 
SNAP-Ed nutrition educators.

One method to irrigate crops was demonstrated to the 
students while they practiced siphoning water from one 
bucket to another with a tube.
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THEME ARTICLE

Past, Present, and Future:
Increasing Awareness of Agricultural Education

by Darla J. Romberger

You’ve spent countless 
hours developing curricu-
lum for your courses, nu-
merous meetings getting 

your scope and sequence approved, 
and even squeezed time in to clean 
up your classroom and shop space. 
What missing in this picture? The 
students of course! The question now 
becomes what have you as an agricul-
ture instructor done to promote your 
program to potential students and the 
community?

When tackling public relations 
for any agricultural education pro-
gram, it becomes important to iden-

tify the different audiences to which 
you will be promoting your program. 
In order to provide marketing efforts 
for any agriculture education pro-
gram, it is imperative to focus on the 
past, present, and future. This mar-
keting strategy includes successfully 
engaging alumni (past), students, 
parents, administration (present), and 
of course, future students. Cumber-
land Valley Agricultural Sciences is 
a growing program within a school 
district of over 8,000 students, so 
planned public relations is imperative 
since over 300 elective options are 
offered at the high school level.  

In order to bring positive atten-
tion to the program and engage the 
past, present, and future of our pro-

gram, the Cumberland Valley Agri-
cultural Science program, in conjunc-
tion with Cumberland Valley FFA 
members, hosts two major events to 
accomplish this immense task. 

Agventure Day

Each year, Cumberland Valley 
Ag Sciences hosts its annual “Agven-
ture Day” where every 4th-grade stu-
dent and teacher in the district is wel-
comed to the high school Agricultural 
Science Department for a day of agri-
cultural programming. With students 
and teachers being welcomed from 
seven different elementary schools, 
this creates a need for numerous FFA 
members to be actively involved in 

conducting the event.  This gives 
them a sense of ownership in the pro-
gram.

Each elementary classroom is 
placed into one of fi ve groups that 
embark on an “Agventure” through 
various agricultural activities. At last 
fall’s event, students rotated through 
workshops about pesticide education, 
service dogs, maple syrup produc-
tion, Pennsylvania hardwoods, and 
a farm animal education area. Cum-
berland Valley FFA members gave a 
presentation on the process of creat-
ing maple syrup while Cumberland 
Valley FFA Alumni provided vari-
ous farm animals for the farm animal 
education workshop. In partnership 
with the Pennsylvania Hardwoods 

Council, Penn State Pesticide Educa-
tion, and Susquehanna Service Dogs, 
FFA members assisted these groups 
in presenting the remaining three 
workshops. 

All workshops took place within 
the classrooms, laboratory spaces, 
and work areas of our ag department 
to showcase the facilities to the 4th-
grade students, their teachers, and the 
parents that served as chaperones for 
the day. This provided all attendees a 
chance to see the variety of student 
projects, equipment, and coursework 
currently offered by the department; 
hopefully providing a meaningful 
memory of the agricultural sciences 
program to students when they are 
handed a course selection sheet in 8th 
grade.

To facilitate over 800 attendees, 
the day is divided into a morning and 
afternoon session with students from 
four elementary schools attending in 
the morning and three elementary 
schools in the afternoon. Addition-
ally, all students, teachers, and chap-
erones are provided with a bag lunch 
while at the event. 

In the future, the department 
hopes to include a “Farm to School” 
theme into the event since Agven-
ture Day is usually hosted in October 
(which is “Farm to School” month). 
This could include featuring local 
produce into the bag lunches, har-
vesting hydroponic lettuce grown in 
the school greenhouse, or providing a 
workshop discussing the origins of a 
common school lunch.

A-Day For Agriculture: Connect-
ing Communities

Along with engaging future stu-
dents, it is also important to connect 

 It is important to have a target audi-
ence for each public relations event to ad-
equately match their needs and interests.
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with alumni of the program to con-
tinue garnering community support 
for current program students. Now 
in its fourth year of operation, this 
county fair-style event takes planning 
throughout the entire school year 
from many alumni and students in 
the program. 

The goal of “A-Day” is to con-
nect the community and promote 
awareness for the food and fi ber in-
dustry by hosting a family-friendly 
event with activities for attendees of 
all ages.  The hub of the event is the 
agriculture department at the rear of 
the high school.  It is important to 
have an “open door” policy and in-
vite visitors to participate in an active 
Agriculture program. This past May, 
the program welcomed over 700 
community members to the 4th annual 
“A-Day for Agriculture.”

This free event features a “Farm 
Animal Education” area, local food 
vendors, pony rides, a hayride, trac-
tor show, free “Ag in the Classroom” 
activities for kids, and an agricultur-
al-themed “Kid’s Games” area. In ad-
dition, bedding plants, fl owers, and 
vegetable plants raised by students 
in the plant science classes are also 
made available for purchase. New 
events were added to the schedule 
of activities for 2015 and included 
an Ag Olympics competition, stock-
man’s contest (participants can test 
their knowledge of livestock equip-
ment, breeds, and management), line 
dancing, and agricultural demonstra-
tions conducted by Cumberland Val-
ley FFA members. 

Although the targeted audience 
for this large event is the general 
public, this event also is successful 
at engaging alumni and encourag-
ing current students to take greater 
ownership in the program. To old 
and recently graduated alumni, A-
Day serves as a “homecoming” at-
mosphere to see familiar faces, meet 

the new members 
of the FFA chapter, 
and see any facil-
ity upgrades. For 
this reason, many 
alumni are active 
participants and vol-
unteer to assist with 
numerous events 
throughout the day. 
Program alumni 
could be seen pro-
viding hayrides, 
judging the tractor 
show, and coordi-
nating the farm ani-
mal education area.  
This alumni en-
gagement is critical 
for any program’s success as alumni 
often become your advisory board 
members, mentors for student SAE 
projects, and most importantly, your 
best program promoters and recruit-
ment individuals in the community.  

And let’s not forget about this 
event’s impact on current students 
who often are often a huge untapped 
resource when it comes to public re-
lations.  By taking responsibility in 
the planning of such a visible com-
munity event, students become deep-
ly committed to a certain portion of 
A-Day. While working to coordinate 
their portion of the event, students 
naturally develop skills in promo-
tion, marketing, and communication 
and recruit more students to help their 
cause.  The ripple effect continues as 
students continue to create excite-
ment for A-Day which leads many 
students (who previously were inac-
tive in the program) to bring their 
families to the event. This is often 
the fi rst interaction (besides the FFA 
banquet) that some parents have with 
the agriculture program; all because 
of their child in the program wanting 
to be a part of the event. Never un-
derestimate the ability of a student’s 
potential to be an effective public re-

lations tool.

In conclusion, it is important to 
have a target audience for each public 
relations event to adequately match 
their needs and interests. It is always 
important to connect with the future 
of your program (i.e. future students 
and parents), but is it equally impor-
tant to recall the importance of con-
necting with program alumni and 
engaging current students. Alumni 
prove to be an invaluable asset when 
promoting the program to various 
community members while current 
students hold the potential to energize 
curious teenagers and their parents to 
learn more about the endless potential 
of an agriculture program. Past, pres-
ent, or future; what’s the best path to 
promote your program?

An FFA member talks to kids about poultry production 
during the Ag in the Classroom activities at the 2015 “A-
Day for Agriculture” event. 

Darla J. Romberger is the Agricul-
ture Instructor/FFA Advisor at Cum-
berland Valley High School, Me-
chanicsburg, PA.
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THEME ARTICLE

Moving the Needle:
A First Year Teacher’s Perspective 

by Robby Branscum and Jon W. 
Ramsey

Education is the most power-
ful weapon which you can 
use to change the world – 
Nelson Mandela 

As a graduate of a larger, affl uent 
high school, what are some obstacles 
that you may face at this smaller, low 
income school?” When my future su-
perintendent asked me this question 
during my fi rst job interview, I strug-
gled for a moment then replied, “My 

goal as an educator is to better each 
student that walks into my classroom, 
the economic status of these students 
does not change that.” 

As a recent graduate of Okla-
homa State University, I had a “fairy 
tale” vision of my role as an agri-
cultural education instructor. I had 
dreams of impressing my passion for 
agriculture on students while helping 
them achieve their goals. It wasn’t 
until my fi rst year as an educator at 
Oilton Public Schools that I began to 
understand the impact socioeconom-
ic status and parental support has on 
an agricultural education program.

Oilton is a small community in 
the heart of Oklahoma. When consid-

ering the demographics of the area, 
several factors stand out. The com-
munity unemployment rate of Oilton 
(16%) is double the Oklahoma state 
average (7%). As a result, 100% of 
all students in the district receive free 
breakfast and lunch each day. Educa-
tion is often not a high priority; only 
9% of adults over the age of twenty-
fi ve possess a college degree. In terms 
of parental involvement in school, 
74% of parents in Oklahoma attend 
a minimum of one parent/teacher 
conference each year; however, only 

30% of Oilton parents attend these 
meetings annually (Oklahoma State 
Department of Education, 2013).

Community Impact on Agricultur-
al Education Programs

According to Israel & Hoover 
(1996), community support “is the 
cornerstone of a successful agricul-
tural education program” (p. 1). Com-
munity members can impact student 
success though fi nancial support, at-
tendance at chapter functions, and as 
volunteers through guest speaking or 
training for career development event 
teams (Seevers & Rosencrans, 2001). 
However, the strongest community 
impact occurs at home through pa-
rental investment in children. In ad-

dition, strong parental involvement 
has been shown to increase student 
achievement (Cotton & Wikelund, 
1989). 

While parental support will in-
crease student achievement, a lack of 
parental support can have a detrimen-
tal impact on a child’s education. In 
Oilton, 19 percent of the community 
lacks a high school diploma; there-
fore students may not value their own 
education due to the lack of rein-
forcement at home (Oklahoma State 
Department of Education, 2013). As 
I began my teaching career in this 
small community, my main objective 
for the Oilton Agricultural Education 
program was to gain the support of 
the Oilton community. 

Moving the Needle on Community 
Involvement

Engage students fi rst. Most par-
ents will take part in activities that 
their children are passionate about. 
On the other hand, a community will 
not stand behind a program that the 
students are not excited about. As an 
agricultural education program, we 
began to connect fun activities with 
our monthly chapter meetings. We 
concluded FFA meetings with activi-
ties such as a drive-in movie night, 
fear factor, spook trail, or a Wii Mario 
Kart tournament. By making chapter 
meetings fun, our average meeting 
attendance consistently exceeded 80 
percent of chapter membership. 

Once students are engaged, par-
ents will follow. Eventually, several 
parents began to attend chapter meet-
ings to fi nd out what their children 
were so excited about. During our lo-
cal livestock show last year, we initi-
ated a parents’ showmanship contest. 

 Through the implementation of pub-
lic relation strategies the program has 
received tremendous support from the 
community. These activities have direct-
ly impacted the students as well.
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The parents of each student exhibited 
the animal while the students gath-
ered around to offer their parents ad-
vice. 

Display Student Achievements.

A former Oilton FFA member 
and alumni, Brandon Baumgarten, 
represented Oklahoma as the Nation-
al FFA Offi cer Candidate. Initially, 
the chapter offi cers wanted to travel 
to Louisville, KY to hear the national 
offi cer results. This plan would be ex-
pensive and impact only a handful of 
students. As an alternative, we hosted 
a “Brandon Watch Party.” For this ac-
tivity, we invited the community and 
live-streamed the fi nal session of the 
National FFA Convention. The of-
fi cer team developed a presentation 
highlighting Brandon’s experiences 
during the offi cer selection process 
and what his role would be as a na-
tional offi cer. 

Community members were im-
pressed and became aware of the 
prestige that comes with serving as 
a national FFA offi cer. The following 
week, as Brandon returned from na-
tional FFA convention, students and 
community members lined the streets 
to cheer his return during a surprise 
fi re truck escort into town. Showcas-
ing students is a must when striving 
to engage community support. Par-
ents love to see their children praised 
and a community loves to see their 
members successful. 

Assist with Community Functions. 

This past year, Oilton celebrated 
its 100-year anniversary. The week 
prior to the celebration, the FFA chap-
ter cleaned the entire park in prepa-
ration for the centennial festivities. 
During the past year, students served 
meals for the school veteran’s day 
celebration, partnered with the local 
Rotary club to host a speech contest, 
and teamed up with the local Mason-

ic lodge for fund raising events. It is 
important that community members 
don’t see agricultural education stu-
dents solely at FFA functions. When 
community members recognize the 
program’s willingness to help them 
with their endeavors, they will return 
the favor.

Keeping the Needle on Full Throt-
tle

Through the implementation of 
public relation strategies such as stu-
dent engagement, displaying student 
achievement, and assisting with com-
munity functions, the Oilton agricul-
tural education program has received 
tremendous support from a communi-
ty that two years ago, was disengaged 
and had no previous expectations of 
the program. For example, our chap-
ter banquet attendance doubled from 
75 people the previous year to 160 at-
tendees this year. 

However, these public relations 
activities not only provided commu-
nity support, they directly impacted 
students as well. By carefully plan-
ning a program of activities that en-
gaged both students and community 
members, the Oilton FFA Chapter 
was named both a National Models 
of Excellence Finalist as well as a 
National Models of Innovation Fi-
nalist in Student Development. In 
2014, a small community of 1,000 
citizens raised over $9,000 to fully 
fund the students’ trip to the National 
FFA Convention. While the students 
might have accelerated the program 
to full throttle, the parents were now 
in the passenger seat fully supporting 
a thriving agricultural education pro-
gram. 
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by Anna Bates and Theresa Pesl 
Murphrey

A frequently asked ques-
tion is “how do you get so 
many kids involved in your 
chapter?” There are many 

simple traditional strategies that can 
impact involvement; but recently, the 
effective use of popular social media 
outlets to promote face-to-face home 
visits and chapter activities has truly 
enabled broad publicity. 

Public relations activities are crit-
ical in the promotion of high school 
agricultural education programs and 
social media use is a component that 
cannot be overlooked.  Communicat-
ing with students via social media 
will 1) leverage technology to re-
cruit and retain students, 2) increase 
engagement of students in FFA and 
SAE projects, and 3) build commu-
nity between students, parents and 
alumni. One of our most powerful 
approaches combines current popular 
social media with the traditional con-
cept of a home visit where teachers 
strive to build a personal relationship 
with their students.

This method of current social 
media use involves the use of Insta-
gram as an element of the tradition-

THEME ARTICLE

An Instagram from Home: 
Using Instagram Posts and Social Media 

to Promote Student Achievement and Interest in FFA
al home visit. An initial home visit 
preferably in the fall of freshmen 
year serves as the foundation for the 
student’s involvement in the class-
room, with their SAE project, and 
with FFA.  Following the home visit 
a creative Instagram photo with their 
teacher is made to promote the home 
visit and highlight information about 
the student in a supportive, creative 
way. Using the #SLOFFAhomevisits 
maintains a record of all students vis-

ited for future recruitment and reten-
tion strategies.  Popular “emojis” are 
used to illustrate the student’s inter-
ests. This process serves as a capstone 
to the home visit. “My home visit and 
Instagram post showed me just how 
much I could do in the Ag depart-
ment. It also showed my parents what 
FFA is really about. It allowed them 
to ask questions. My visit not only 
allowed my teacher to see inside my 
life, but helped to make connections 
with me for my future” (2014-2015 
Freshmen Student).

Some might wonder what im-
pact posting these photos can have 
on their program.  Recent experience 
reveals much more impact than one 
might think.  Given the fact that these 
positive photos can be re-posted, 

shared with family and friends, fol-
lowed by community members, and 
referred back to by instructors;  the 
potential for positive public relations 
is incredible. It serves as a paperless, 
simple, and fun way to track students 
in your program.  In fact, numerous 
parents have started following the ac-
count and this has sparked conversa-
tions about the agricultural program 
among their friends in the commu-
nity. Siblings of students as young 
as sixth grade are using Instagram 
and following the account to obtain 
ideas for future program participation 
based on their peers’ involvement. In 
fact, using Instagram can create an-
ticipation among students and family 
as they watch to see who will be fea-
tured next. One element that makes 
this approach unique is the fact that 
the parent takes the photo to be posted 
on the teacher’s Instagram account.  
Even the process of taking a unique 
photo offers a wonderful opportunity 
to engage with the student’s family 
and talk about areas of interest.  This 
initial investment of time at the be-
ginning of a freshmen student’s high 
school career will lay the founda-
tion for future courses, participation 
in FFA activities, and possible SAE 
project options.  More importantly, 
it serves as a direct means to inform 
parents, on a personal level, about the 
FFA, the SAE project process, and 
the classroom components included 
in the program.

Recognizing achievements and 
the promotion of each student’s suc-
cess in the beginning of their high 
school career is another element that 
makes this approach successful.  Our 
youth are looking for feedback and 

 Effective and strategic use of popular 
social media platforms is one more way 
to harness the power of publicity for the 
good of agricultural education. 
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the use of Instagram allows for a 
teacher to provide positive feedback 
and showcase the talents of each stu-
dent.  Adding emojis (i.e., picture 
letter characters) that showcases stu-
dents’ interests adds to this element of 
recognition.  The use of a hashtag to 
group the students based on interests 
creates a database that the teacher can 
use to indicate areas of involvement.  
For example, if a student is interested 
in joining a particular career develop-
ment event team (CDE) the hashtag 
will group these students by interest 
for future reference. Ex. #NovicePar-
liPro or #AgWelding. The publicity 
of ‘interest’ by the student validates 
the recognition from the teacher and 
serves as the ‘hook’ for students who 
are considering ‘showing up to the 
fi rst practice.’

Promotional videos are another 
great way to publicize your program.  
Students can create promotional vid-
eos about their SAE projects as part 
of their Agriculture Communications 
curriculum and Agriculture Leader-
ship courses. YouTube channels pro-
vided a chapter a means of creating a 
database of chapter meeting and FFA 
activities for use by students who 
have missed a meeting and future 
promotion of events. Recap videos of 
these events should be approximately 
a minute long, include fun music, and 
a combination of pictures and videos. 
These videos are perfect to promote 
events via Facebook and Instagram 
accounts. The creation of a capstone 
music video each year can showcase 
the diversity, creativity, and talent of 
your chapter and create incredible 
publicity. An additional approach is 
the creation of a video showcasing 
FFA alumni and the impact it has 
made on their lives during National 
FFA Week. This showcase video en-
courages students to interview alumni 
and community members to be high-
lighted in the video. One might won-
der how to accomplish the creation of 

these types 
of videos.  
The exam-
ples shared 
in this ar-
ticle were 
led by the 
FFA student 
p u b l i c i t y 
committee 
and super-
vised by the 
a d v i s o r s . 
D i f f e r e n t 
sources of 
video edit-
ing soft-
ware has 
been used to 
create these 
projects, but 
most of them can be accomplished 
using basic video editing programs 
included in standard Mac and Win-
dows computers. Some students even 
use their iphones to create their video 
clips. Example videos can be found 
on the YouTube under the title of San 
Luis Obispo FFA. 

Social media can be very pow-
erful.  Friends, parents, potential 
incoming students, and community 
members see activity in social media 
and recognize the serious commit-
ment between teacher and student.  
The combination of meetings with 
individuals in person to establish a 
personal connection and promoting 
visits and activities via social media 
is an impactful partnership for the 
entire community. While these strate-
gies require time and effort, is time 
and effort well spent that will expand 
the reach of your program, increase 
FFA awareness, and enhance commu-
nity support.  Effective and strategic 
use of popular social media platforms 
is one more way to harness the pow-
er of publicity for the good of agri-
cultural education.  Effective use of 
social media coupled with personal 

Anna Bates is a Doctoral Graduate 
Student in Agricultural Leadership, 
Education, and Communications at 
Texas A&M  University and Agri-
cultural Education and Communica-
tions at Texas Tech University.  She 
is also an agriculture teacher at San 
Luis Obispo High School CA.

Theresa Pesl Murphrey is an Associ-
ate Professor in Agricultural Leader-
ship, Education, and Communications 
at Texas A&M  University.

connections with members is the 
answer to “how do you get so many 
kids involved in your chapter?”

Social media is used at all levels to communicate with students in 
agricultural education. 



12 The Agricultural Education Magazine

THEME ARTICLE

Utilizing Agriculture Business 
and Industry Mentors to Aide 

in 4-H Youth Development Programming
by  Joshua E. Rice and Frank W. 
Mumford

Youth development profes-
sionals in 4-H and FFA 
are regularly hearing that 
the United States is fac-

ing a shortage of agricultural scien-
tists. Youth today are not aware of 
the opportunities that are available to 
them in the fi eld of agriculture.  Two 
of the primary goals of the new 4-H 
Science of Agriculture program is to 
increase agricultural literacy and ca-
reer opportunity awareness for 4-H 
youth.  The nonformal educational 

setting that 4-H youth development 
provides has the potential to help re-
pair and fi ll the pipeline for agricul-
tural careers.  In order to fulfi ll these 
goals, the inclusion of agriculture 
business and industry professionals 
as mentors working with 4-H youth 
in the development and facilitation 
of the program, is crucial for the pro-
gram’s success.   

The 4-H Science of Agriculture 
Response program asks youth in 
grades 6 thru 13 to work on teams of 
three to four to identify a local agri-
cultural issue that is present within 
their community.  The teams utilize 

the eight steps in the engineering 
process to formulate a potential solu-
tion to the agricultural issue that they 
identifi ed and create a 20 minute pre-
sentation that is evaluated by a panel 
of agricultural experts. The teams are 
all competing for scholarships that 
will be used to continue their educa-
tion in a post-secondary institution. 

Each team is charged with iden-
tifying a mentor from agriculture 
business and industry to help them 
formulate a strategy to address their 
issue as well as provide the teams 
with the resources needed to be suc-

cessful. While most mentoring pro-
grams for youth focus on addressing 
and improving youth's emotional and 
social health, family relationships, 
and/or reducing delinquent behavior 
of youth, the Science of Agriculture 
program focuses on 4-H youth rec-
ognizing that their 4-H involvement 
can lead them to a post-secondary 
education opportunity (college or a 
trade school) and into an agricultur-
ally related career.  By pairing youth 
teams with mentors from agriculture 
business and industry youth see an 
accurate depiction of a potential ca-
reer in agriculture.

The lack of highly trained indi-
viduals entering agricultural career 
sectors has a direct impact on agri-
culture business and industry enti-
ties throughout the United States. To 
help ensure that youth are exposed to 
meaningful experiences and oppor-
tunities, agriculture industry profes-
sionals were purposefully included 
in the development and implemen-
tation of the program. Agriculture 
businesses helped identify potential 
mentors, provided relevant agricul-
tural issues for teams to investigate, 
and also provided fi nancial support 
for the program.  The long term ben-
efi ts that the program provides, (i.e. 
a potential workforce, agricultural 
literacy and the longevity of agri-
cultural industries) create a need for 
them to become actively engaged in 
the program.

The Minnesota 4-H State Science 
of Agriculture team recently held fi ve 
regional roundtable discussions with 
33 agriculture business and industry 
leaders to discuss the programming 
and development of the Science of 
Agriculture Challenge program.  
There were two main external goals 
of the roundtable discussions and 
three internal goals.

The fi rst external goal focused on 
agriculture industry representatives 
identifying potential topics for youth 
teams to utilize as their focus for the 
2016 challenge.  The fi rst goal was 
achieved by the roundtable partici-
pants identifying more than 150 dif-
ferent topic areas that are related to 
each agriculture business and indus-
try representative’s agriculture sector 
and/or community.

 By including agriculture industry pro-
fessionals in the creation and implementa-
tion of new youth development program-
ing, a symbiotic relationship is created.
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The second external goal focused 
on identifying potential mentors from 
the agriculture organizations that 
were invited to attend the roundta-
bles.  These mentors could serve 4-H 
by volunteering their time and knowl-
edge to youth teams from their local 
area to help validate a solution and/or 
point them in the right direction for 
more information and support.  

There were three internal goals of 
the roundtable discussions: to estab-
lish relationships, build excitement, 
and identify potential funding part-
nerships for the program. By utilizing 
the roundtable approach, multiple or-
ganizations were brought together in 
the same room to discuss and identify 
common interests, they began work-
ing in a collaborative manner, and 
they identifi ed why it is important 
that their organization aide in the de-
velopment of the new 4-H Science of 
Agriculture challenge program.

Through written invitations and 
contacting targeted agriculture organi-
zations and businesses over the phone, 
relationships started to take form 
prior to the roundtable events.  Time 

was al-
l o t t e d 
d u r -
ing the 
e v e n t s 
for at-
tendees 
to eat 
l u n c h 
and net-
w o r k 
w i t h 
o t h e r 
partici-
p a n t s .  
T h i s 
f o r m a t 
provid-
ed an 
o p p o r -
t u n i t y 
to visit 

with many participants instead of 
just one person.  By sharing details 
of the youth development program-
ming within these group settings, 
questions, topics, and discussions 
started to surface through active 
discussion by the participants.  This 
breakthrough allowed insight to be 
gained by the Minnesota Extension 
4-H Youth Development staff while 
also creating a sense of ownership for 
the new 4-H program from the round-
table attendees.  

Many of the individuals who at-
tended the roundtables did not have 
an established relationship with Min-
nesota 4-H prior to the roundtable 
events. They now have an inside 
window to a new 4-H program that 
directly aligns with their business's 
or organization's mission and val-
ues.  Multiple sources of new funding 
have been identifi ed to support the 
4-H Science of Agriculture program.  
A follow up protocol was developed 
after the events to ensure that new 
and relevant program information 
keeps fl owing to the newly acquired 
partners.  

Dr. Joshua E. Rice is the Science of 
Agriculture Specialist, University 
of Minnesota Extension, Center for 
Youth Development.

Frank W. Mumford  is the Director of 
Annual Giving, University of Minne-
sota Extension, Minnesota 4-H Foun-
dation.

The Minnesota 4-H Science of Agriculture team including Dean Dur-
gan, and Associate Dean Freeman.

Youth development programs 
and agriculture business and industry 
professionals have a vested interests 
in developing and informing younger 
generations of agriculturalists.  4-H 
youth today have the potential to be-
come tomorrow’s agricultural lead-
ers.  By including agriculture indus-
try professionals in the creation and 
implementation of new youth de-
velopment programing, a symbiotic 
relationship is created.  Increasing 
agricultural literacy, developing 21st 
century and STEM skills, and explor-
ing agricultural career opportunities 
are ways to help increase opportunity 
awareness for youth.  Holding round-
table discussions between key stake-
holders is one of the best ways to cul-
tivate a bright future for agriculture.
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Public Relations Strategies and Potential, 
Emerging Outlets for Our Agricultural Profession

by Helen M. Barela

What are Public Rela-
tions?

 As per the Pub-
lic Relations Society 

of America (2015), “Public relations 
are a strategic communication pro-
cess that builds mutually benefi cial 
relationships between organizations 
and their publics.”  Furthermore, as 
a management function of public 
relations (PR) encompasses manag-
ing the resources of an organization 
(PRSA, 2015). These may include 
marketing; fi nancial; fund raising; 
employee, community or govern-
ment relations; and other programs.” 
Rather than being a passive activity 
it is one built over a continuum span 
of time similarly, to agricultural busi-
ness relations.

Agricultural Capacity Funding 

Historically, domestic agricul-
ture has been a key priority of pub-
lic policy within the United States 
(Anderson, Lester, 1976). Land-grant 
universities are tied to state budgets 
and to NIFA/Extension grants for a 
portion of their funding (Agri-News, 
2013; Wired, 2013).

Appropriations for research at 
land-grant universities (often called 
“capacity funding”), which fund agri-
cultural research services and exten-
sion activities as of 2013 all suffered 
a cut of 7.61 percent from prior year 
funding levels in 2012 (Agri-News, 
2013; Wired, 2013). Extension edu-
cation has been heavily relied on 
by communities and local farmers/
ranchers as a means for improvement 
of production operations and overall 
access of food security within com-
munities by providing critical knowl-

edge to producers (Wired, 2013). 
Budget cuts within the farm bill im-
pacted varying areas and transformed 
priority areas within agricultural divi-
sions. Grant funding became a press-
ing top priority in requirements of 
many extension and agricultural edu-
cation position descriptions and more 
critical to many universities than be-
fore (AAAE, Faculty Positions, 2011; 
2012; 2013; 2014; 2015). 

As of 2011, we witnessed threats 
of governmental sequestration which 
threatened to lessen monetary avail-
ability or even put a halt to necessary 
grant funded projects (USA Today, 
2015; Wired, 2013). With an agricul-
tural business lens, these and other 
rapid changes are indicative of added 
volatility to the agricultural profes-
sion at the university and industry 
level. This is not to say many projects 
are not remaining funded however, 
this is to highlight the pressing need 
in our agricultural education profes-
sion for further strategizing and ex-
panding our potential, emerging out-
lets within public relations for our 
agricultural profession. 

The State of Affairs

There are over 318,000,000 peo-
ple living in the United States (U.S. 
Census, 2015). Of that population, 
less than 1% claim farming as an oc-
cupation (and about 2% actually live 
on farms) (EPA, 2013).  As the U.S. 
farm population has dwindled, the 
average age of farmers continues to 
rise (EPA, 2013). The graying of the 
farm population has led to concerns 
about the long-term health of fam-
ily farms as an American institution 
(EPA, 2013).

In 2007, farmers and ranchers re-
ceive only 16 cents out of every dollar 

spent on food at home and away from 
home, in 1980; farmers and ranch-
ers received 31 cents (Farm Bureau 
Federation, 2015).  Farm production 
expenses average $109,359 per year 
per farm and many farms that meet 
the U.S. Census' defi nition would not 
produce suffi cient income to meet 
farm family living expenses. Less 
than 1 in 4 American farms produce 
gross revenues in excess of $50,000 
(EPA, 2013). This fi nancial unviabil-
ity has impacted the landscape of ag-
ricultural ownership/production.   

As of 2013, China owns a large 
share of the pork industry in Virginia. 
Smithfi eld foods company takeover 
valued at $7.1 billion and to be con-
sidered the largest ever Chinese ac-
quisition of an American company 
(Reveal News, 2015). 

Border Foods was purchased in 
2011 by Japanese based company, 
Mizkan (Bloomberg, 2011). Located 
in Deming, New Mexico, Border 
Foods began operations in 1972 and 
is the United States oldest and most 
established processors of green chile, 
jalapeno and tomatillo peppers.

These are only two examples of 
various American owned agricultural 
companies that were historically lo-
cally owned recently being purchased 
by international companies (Reveal 
News, 2015; Bloomberg, 2011). 
Therefore shares of agricultural pro-
duction have shifted from domestic 
to international ownership (Reveal 
News, 2015; Bloomberg, 2011).

Agriculture and Potential Emerg-
ing Outlets of Public Relations

What can we do being amidst 
the current volatility within our pro-
fession and uncertainty in our future 
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governmental funding? Agri-compa-
nies as those mentioned above and 
others will continue to need a qual-
ity educated and skilled labor force. 
Universities are the suppliers and 
producers of an educated and skilled 
labor force. However, in several in-
stances companies because of the 
current dis-connect which remains 
between industry and universities 
must re-train college graduates as 
their knowledge base is usually dif-
ferent from the needs of a company. 
This is not to imply inferior learning 
standards rather, it is to imply indus-
try is by nature a far more rapidly 
changing environment and as such, 
their curriculum needs are changing 
at a more rapid rate while academia 
holds fairly consistent curriculum 
over vast spans of years. Further-
more, in some instances graduates do 
not possess desired skill sets as their 
university curriculum did not contain 
information pertaining to specifi c 
needs or processes within a company. 
The historic viewpoint, universities 
are separate entities for which gradu-
ates hail from and any university 
being separate from industry is one 
that will hinder our profession and 
damper our public relations as we 
continue to experience volatility in 
capacity funding. Certainly, some of 
our graduates are employed within a 
company and recruiting for more of 
our graduates but, earnestly, we need 
to gear up our public relations several 
notches if we are to remain strong 
and competitive within the volatile 
market place of ever changing gov-
ernmental capacity funding. Stronger 
partnerships and collaborations need 
to be made beyond typical intern-
ship experiences/scholarship creation 
in professors need to be continually 
partnering with industry to be better 
aware of the very fabric of curricu-
lum needs within industry.    

The leadership within Land-grant 
universities need to aggressively ap-

proach agri-companies and other 
leading companies. An opportunity 
and emerging outlet of public rela-
tions is continuing as many of our 
domestic agricultural production 
businesses are being purchased by in-
ternational businesses and it is impor-
tant we forge these bonds of public 
relations early and continue to build 
from these public relations. Public re-
lations require initiating contact and 
consistently working to build over 
time the strategic communication 
process that builds mutually benefi -
cial relationships between organiza-
tions and their publics (PRSA, 2015).
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Making Time to Share Our Story 
Using NAAE’s Communities of Practice

by Kellie Clafl in

A few weeks ago my school 
to-do list included pre-
paring lessons, grading, 
ordering banquet awards, 

touching base with FFA offi cers, 
completing my professional develop-
ment plan for teacher licensing, and 
hosting 200 elementary school stu-
dents through the ag room. For many 
teachers this is par for the course as 
we balance classes, FFA, supervised 
agricultural experiences, FFA Alum-
ni meetings, school paperwork, and 
more throughout the school year. 

Ag teachers are not strangers to 
squeezing in everything we need to 
do while balancing it with our per-
sonal lives. However, I made sure 
that I sent an all-district email with 
pictures from the elementary event, 
posted pictures on the ag program In-
stagram account, and helped the FFA 
reporter send in a news release to the 
local paper.

Why is it important to make time 
for sharing our story? Publicizing 
our programs ensures that stakehold-
ers including administrators, parents, 
alumni, advisory board, and commu-
nity members stay informed about 
the program accomplishments. It 
helps in recruiting and retaining stu-
dents by showcasing the awesome 
things that are happening in the ag-
riculture program. In addition, publi-

cizing helps us to build relationships 
in the school and community. 

The National Quality Program 
Standards for Secondary Agricultural 
Education (The National Council for 
Agricultural Education, 2009) pro-
vide an outline for agriculture teach-
ers with standards towards which 
they should strive to have a quality 
agricultural education program. Stan-
dard fi ve revolves around marketing 
the agriculture program through shar-
ing goals, activities, and accomplish-
ments. The quality indicators for this 
standard include:

1. Stakeholders including school 
administrators, board members, 
FFA Alumni, counselors, parents 
and staff are familiar with the 
goals, objectives, prerequisites, 
activities, and accomplishments 
of the agricultural education pro-
gram.

2. A positive school and community 
relations program is planned and 
conducted annually.

3. A communication plan for key 
stakeholders is developed, imple-
mented, reviewed and completed 
annually.

4. A recruitment and retention plan 
is annually developed and imple-
mented for prospective and cur-
rent students.

5. The teacher collects and reports 
relevant agricultural education 
program data/information to key 
stakeholders and other entities.

6. Relationships are built with local, 
state and national decision mak-
ers, including elected offi cials, 
through education and outreach. 
(The Council, 2009, p. 56)

How in the world do we bal-
ance promoting our program while 
just trying to maintain the program? 
We need to also focus on instruction, 
facilities, assessing students, super-
vised agricultural experience pro-
grams, FFA, professional develop-
ment, and educational items required 
by local and state departments.

For some of us, sharing items 
on social media or writing a press 
release comes easily. If you are like 
me, publicizing your program is on 
your mind, but it is pushed aside 
when things come up during the day. 
That’s where NAAE’s Communities 
of Practice (http://communities.naae.
org/) comes into the picture. Com-
munities of Practice is a professional 
networking site for agricultural edu-
cators to share for idea and resources.

Marketing Your Ag Program Com-
munity

Communities of Practice has 
been a lifesaver in helping with cur-
riculum ideas, classroom manage-
ment strategies and FFA advice. 
However, there is so much more. Did 
you know that the National Associa-
tion of Agricultural Educators’ Com-
munities of Practice has a “Market-
ing Your Ag Program” community? I 
have served as the facilitator for the 
community for the past three years 

 As agricultural educators, we are re-
sponsible for marketing our program. 
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and am continually amazed at the 
wealth of information available for 
busy ag teachers. 

In the online community, you 
will fi nd discussions on promoting 
the agriculture program and FFA. 
There are great ideas on community 
relations including open houses, us-
ing technology and social media, and 
building relationships with stake-
holders. Many teachers have posted 
about the success they have had with 
students presenting to local civic or-
ganizations like the Kiwanis or Rota-
ry Club. You could have an ag issues 
team present or have a parliamentary 
procedure demonstration. Not only 
would this be an educational activity, 
but those individuals will talk about 
the good things going on in the pro-
gram with others in the community.

During my fi rst year teaching, I 
posted in search of an ag interest sur-
vey to identify what pathways stu-
dents were interested in to revamp 
the course offerings. I was able to 
share what I created for other teach-
ers to use. It may not be perfect, but 
we could all use some inspiration!

The highlight of the Marketing 
Your Ag Program community is the 
Minnesota Public Relations Toolkit. 
There are tons of fantastic resources 
to access including sample letter-
head, department newsletters, news 
releases for guest speakers, connect 
with parents, and more! I utilized the 
testimonial survey that was posted to 
send to past students and current se-
niors to collect quotes that I can use in 
newsletters, brochures, social media, 
and more to promote the program.

What do I do?

One of my best marketing tools to 
share information with stakeholders 
is a Wordpress site that I created for 
the agriscience program (www.gillet-
tageducation.wordpress.com). Early 

in my teaching career I was looking 
for a medium that would allow me 
to reach a wide range of individuals 
including students, parents, commu-
nity members, and administrators. I 
chose a Wordpress blog format be-
cause new posts could be emailed 
to subscribers and sent to the Gillett 
Ag Education and FFA Facebook and 
Twitter accounts automatically. Stu-
dents post news releases and updates 
from the ag program and scholarship 
opportunities are posted and pages 
provide information on agriculture 
courses and the FFA chapter. Pictures 
are posted to show the diversity of the 
ag program and a Google calendar is 
attached to the site to share upcoming 
events.

FFA news releases are written by 
the chapter reporter and shared with 
the local newspaper, as well as posted 
on the chapter website mentioned pre-
viously. Examples of articles include 
the annual banquet, conferences at-
tended and community service activi-
ties. Other classroom events, like a 
career day in which my students par-
ticipated, have been included in the 
newspaper. Knowing that the school 
administrators and staff members are 
also stakeholders, I send out pictures 
through email showcasing our Food 
for America program or even chee-
semaking in the food science course 
(complete with recipe). Sharing up-
dates through email allows adminis-
trators and staff to see what students 
are learning in the agriculture depart-
ment and the hands-on activities we 
do.

Twice a year the program pres-
ents to the school board about FFA 
and about what is going on in the ag-
riculture program. For the past three 
years I have put together an annual 
report with our events, a listing of 
curricular advancements, grants re-
ceived, course enrollment numbers 
and descriptions, and instructor pro-

fessional development and involve-
ment throughout the year. The annual 
report is distributed to administra-
tion, school board members, and FFA 
alumni to share the full scope of the 
program. It’s also a helpful tool for 
you to recognize all that your pro-
gram has accomplished in the past 
year. 

As agricultural educators, we are 
responsible for marketing our pro-
gram. How can we accomplish this 
with all the other responsibilities we 
have to fulfi ll? First, recognize what 
awesome things you are already do-
ing to publicize your program. Then, 
take a look at the quality program 
standards to see what areas you 
might focus. Use the Marketing Your 
Ag Program community on NAAE’s 
Communities of Practice to get ideas 
and resources. We can’t do it all, 
however we all can do something!
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by Beverley Flatt

On my drive in to work 
earlier this year, I was 
fl ipping through the lo-
cal radio stations when 

I zoomed past one that was playing 
my favorite 80s rap song. Quickly, I 
twisted the dial back just in time to 
hear the words, “It’s tricky to rock a 
rhyme, to rock a rhyme that’s right 
on time. It’s tricky. It’s tricky (tricky) 
tricky (tricky).” 

Now, many people believe that 
RUN DMC’s hit song Tricky was 
written to represent the level of dif-
fi culty that exists in rapping and free-
styling.  However, it is my personal 
belief that RUN DMC actually meant 
to express how tricky it is to balance 
public relations in pubic education. 

Public relations, simply stated, is 
a communications process between 
an audience and an entity, however, 
we all know it’s a lot more than that. 
Agricultural educators often fi nd 
themselves having to do some form 
of public relations, but are given no 
guidance. How do I even do effec-
tive public relations? What about 
funding? How are these things evalu-
ated? When trying to fi nd the answers 
to these legitimate questions, on top 
of running an effective agricultural 
education program, it can feel like 
juggling a herd of feral cats. While 
each program and school district is 
different, four agricultural education 
programs in Nashville, TN found a 
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Tricks of the Trade
way to benefi t from a larger career 
and technical education outreach 
campaign that incorporated market-
ing, adverting, and public relations 
known as the Community Outreach 
Campaign.

For the Community Outreach 
Campaign, student written state-
ments communicating the enhanced 
abilities they have because of their 
participation in agricultural educa-
tion and career and technical educa-
tion programs served as the content. 

For example, one student wrote “I 
can build a hydrogen powered car, 
and I don’t even have my drivers li-
cense yet.” These “I Can” statements 
showcased difference schools and 
were used in each advertising outlets. 
The “I Can” statements were selected 
for each advertising outlets based on 
proximity of the outlet to the physical 
school location and relevance of the 
statement to the advertising space or 
location. 

The content of the advertise-
ments also used three calls to action 
based on preexisting communica-
tions efforts. A Facebook page and 
Twitter account were developed, but 
were seldom used and has little en-
gagement with followers and fans. 
Additionally, a blog was developed 
to showcase student work and ac-
complishment, however, traffi c and 
engagement with the blog plateaued 
within months of its creation. Each 
outlet struggled to reach new peo-

ple and engage existing followers. 
Therefore, the call to action for each 
advertising outlets was to visit one 
of these sites to learn more about the 
programs and schools. 

The Community Outreach Cam-
paign began in 2012 in order to com-
bat negative media attention towards 
career academies and career and tech-
nical education using both traditional 
and non-traditional outlets including:

• Newspaper Print Advertisements

• Digital Advertisements on local 
news websites and Yahoo!

• Metro Transportation Authority 
(MTA) bus and bench advertising

• Thirty-second preview advertise-
ments in local movie theaters

• Point-of-Purchase Television at 
local gas stations

These outlets were selected due 
to cost effi ciency, impression esti-
mates, audience reach, and the ability 
to measure effectiveness and impact. 
All media outlets used in the cam-
paign were examined to determine 
the effectiveness of reaching out to 
the local community and yielding a 
positive response to calls to action. 
Since we live in the world of educa-
tion, data is king. 

Beverley Flatt is the Academies of 
Nashville Program Manager for 
the  Metropolitan Nashville Public 
Schools, Nashville, TN 

 Public relations, simply stated, is a com-
munications process between an audience and 
an entity.

continued on page 24
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by Josette Nebeker

The Highland-Craigmont 
agricultural education pro-
gram begin in August 2008. 
It is located in rural north 

central Idaho where employment  is 
heavy in the agriculture and natu-
ral resources industries.  In August 
2011, I took over as the third teacher 
of the program.  There were fi fteen 
FFA members the prior year and as 
I began to participate in community 
events, I realized that most communi-
ty members were not even aware the 
school had an agricultural education 
program or an FFA Chapter.  

The neighboring community has 
had an agricultural education pro-
gram for decades and there had been 
a number of unsuccessful attempts 
to start a program at Highland in 
the previous decades.  The fi rst year 
I taught at Highland, I learned a lot 
about the relationship between the 
community and the FFA chapter. One 
of the most educational experiences 
began with a conversation with local 
elderly farmer.  As we spoke about 
the current events, the topic of FFA 
arose. He commented on the fact he 
wished Highland had an agricultural 
education program. I couldn’t be-
lieve that in the fourth year, an active 
member of the local community was 
unaware of the program.  He obvi-
ously was aware of the benefi ts and 
importance of the three circle model, 
but the public relations for the pro-
gram was lacking. 

This event prompted a huge push 
for additional time dedicated to pub-
lic relations. The FFA reporter peri-
odically wrote articles for the local 
paper, the Lewis County Herald, but 
only after events with results. Mem-
bers were only interested in a few 
career development events and the 
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Using Public Relations: One Program’s Success
attendance at the banquet was less 
than thirty people.  After my previous 
teaching experience and the chapter 
I was a member of as a student, I 
couldn't believe the lack of commu-
nity interaction and support. Granted 
the chapter did not host any events 
for that public besides a donkey bas-
ketball fundraiser.   

As advisor of a new group of 
FFA offi cers, I had more information 
about the community. The chapter 

calendar included more events that 
focused on the community.  The fi rst 
effort was to put articles in the news-
paper before and after events and the 
creation of a Facebook page.  

Another change was the creation 
of photo cards as thank you's and 
invitations. Businesses began hang-
ing them on bulletin boards and par-
ents proudly displayed them in their 
homes. They are more eye catching 
than the traditional letters to invite 
supporters to events like banquets.  

The other major change that took 
place was determining which com-
munity members to invite to events.  
It was amazing how quickly groups 
will offer to partner to help with proj-
ects, once you invite the people who 
know how to get things done.  The 
Highland-Craigmont FFA Chapter 
was invited to partner with the Great-
er Craigmont Area Chamber of Com-
merce on their annual Easter Baked 

Food Sale fundraiser twice. The 
event proved to be fi nancially profi t-
able and increased public awareness 
with a demographic that was different 
than any other effort. 

The community partnerships 
continued, as members of groups like 
the Chamber and the Craigmont Li-
ons Club were invited to join the Ad-
visory Committee.  The FFA Chapter 
adopted a two mile piece of US High-
way 95, the main north south corridor 

through Idaho. The clean up efforts 
are now coordinated with the Craig-
mont Lions club to assist them with 
their four miles and add additional 
adult chaperones for the two miles 
which the FFA is responsible.  This 
effort helped when the FFA members 
asked to use the Lions Burger Barn 
(concession stand) for a fundraiser at 
the homecoming football game.  The 
Lions were excited to allow the FFA 
members to utilize it, as they have 
worked together with the FFA mem-
bers and see the value of the program.  
The Lions have also supported the 
FFA members in their fundraising 
efforts to attend the National FFA 
Convention.  This partnership has ex-
panded to Lions Club members sup-
plying fundraising ideas and oppor-
tunities to the FFA Advisor and FFA 
members many times throughout the 
year.  As the fi nancial standing of the 
chapter has increased, student partici-
pation has increased.  On the other-

What students participate in and learn, 
as well as how the community supports 
the program, will lead to career success of 
those students. 
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hand the cost of travel has decreased 
for individual students because fund-
raising has helped subsidize some of 
those costs. 

The FFA chapter began selling 
can coolies and t-shirts at the an-
nual Craigmont June Picnic in 2013.  
Members get to share their passion for 
the FFA with Highland Alumni and 
other community members.  Many of 
the students have shared anecdotes of 
alumni being excited to support FFA 
and wishing they would have had the 
opportunity when they were students.

The latest public relations push 
was the creation of the Opening So-
cial with Pie Baking Contest.  This 
event was hosted by the chapter for 
the fi rst time during fall 2014, with 
almost twenty pies entered by a wide 
variety of community members, a 
number of which had never attended 
an FFA function in the past.  Students 
and community members alike par-
ticipated in mock career development 
events, including tool identifi cation, 
plant identifi cation and cheese tast-
ing.  The winners were awarded a va-
riety of prizes, but were most proud 
of their bragging rights of being the 
best in the community.  Local ladies 
are already planning for the pie bak-
ing contest next year.

This year membership in the 
Highland-Craigmont FFA chapter 
was forty members, an increase of 
more than 100% in just four years. The 
extended contract for the advisor has 

been dou-
bled and the 
chapter now 
participates 
in nearly 
every event 
p o s s i b l e .  
The fi rst 
m e m b e r 
r e c e i v e d 
his State 
D e g r e e 
in 2011.  
M e m b e r s  
are con-
s i s t e n t l y 
D i s t r i c t 
Star Win-
ners and 
even State 
Star Final-
ists.  The fi rst member to earn his 
American FFA Degree will do so at 
the 2015 National FFA Convention.  
That major shift in the chapter started 
with the push to make more commu-
nity members aware of the agricul-
tural education program and the FFA 
Chapter. What students participate in 
and learn, as well as how the commu-
nity supports the program, will lead 
to career success of those students.  
The Highland-Craigmont Agricul-
tural Education Program scored very 
well on the new Idaho Quality Pro-
gram Standards Grant Process this 
year.  For a program being only in its 
7th year, the community support has 
helped students experience success 
and build a culture of high expec-

Josette Nebeker is the Agricultural 
Science and Technology Instructor at 
Highland High School, Craigmont, 
ID.

tations for members to push them-
selves for greatness in CDEs, SAEs 
and their future careers.  The public 
relations push has taken additional 
time for FFA offi cers and the advi-
sor, but the positive results have been 
almost instant and beyond what was 
expected.

Examples of public relations tools developed by the Highland-
Craigmont FFA Chapter.

 Next to doing the right thing, the most important thing is to let people 
know you are doing the right thing. - John D. Rockefeller

Many a small thing has been made large by the right kind of advertising. 
– Mark Twain
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by Daniel Foster

Who will carry your 
fl ag?

When we speak 
of public relations for 

our programs, whether at the post-
secondary or secondary level, a pri-
mary question to ask is: Who will 
carry your fl ag? Or rather, who will 
be the “face” of your program when 
engaging potential stakeholders? At 
the same time, ask most agricultural 
educators what they are most proud 
of and they will inevitable indicate 
their students, beaming with pride as 
the say the “proof is in the pudding” 
with our students serving as the evi-
dence of the effectiveness of our pro-
grams! While we understand the ne-
cessity of effective public relations in 
order to have programmatic success, 
we also acknowledge that public re-
lations are not the core mission of 
our programming. Our core mission 
is student development. An opportu-
nity exists to accomplish our public 
relations needs through purposeful, 
systematic integration into our stu-
dent development programs! At Penn 
State, we started a program in 2012 
to help with our public relations/
recruitment needs to help address 
the shortage of agriscience teachers 
by utilizing our students and hav-
ing the program purposefully assist 
in our teacher preparation program. 
As documented for decades (Camp, 
2000; Camp, Broyles, & Skelton, 
2002; Foster, Lawver, & Smith, 
2015; Kantrovich, 2007; Kantrovich, 
2010), there is a nation-wide shortage 
of agricultural educators entering the 
classroom. Out of this need came the 
Teach Ag! Avengers.
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Teach Ag! Avengers: Heroes 
in Agricultural Education Recruitment

How it works

Investing in our students to fur-
ther develop their skills and abilities, 
while leveraging peer recruitment, 
provides a win-win scenario. The 
program fi rst needed to be branded 
to be identifi able by students and 
stakeholders. The university has an 
“ambassador” program and the col-
lege has an “advocate” program, thus 
the specifi c program level was named 
“Avengers”. The primary objectives 
of the TeachAg! Avenger program 
are: 

1. To effectively recruit current sec-
ondary students to major in agri-
cultural education.

2. To effectively recruit current 
post-secondary students to major 
in agricultural education, pursue 
double majors or post-baccalau-
reate certifi cation.

3. To serve as the representative 
“face” of the Penn State Ag-
ricultural Education Teacher 
Education program at State and 
National Agricultural Education 
functions.

4. To serve as the student represen-
tative of the Penn State Agricul-
tural Education Teacher Program 
for college and university func-
tions.

5. To ensure that Penn State Agri-
cultural Education has an appro-
priate social networking presence 
(Facebook, Twitter, Blogs, Insta-
gram etc.).

Selection is a competitive ap-
plication process. To represent the 
multiple campuses of the university 
system and the varied points of de-
velopment, program planners sought 
two representatives from each grade 
level (i.e. freshman, sophomores, 
juniors). All students selected must 
be declared AEE majors with inten-

tions to teach secondary agricultural 
education. Students are expected to 
create, conduct or represent at events 
for Penn State agricultural educa-
tion; however, only one Avenger can 
“claim” any event. For example: the 
State FFA Convention may involve 
all six Avengers, but only one can 
have credit for conducting that event. 
In order to receive the incentive pay-
ment, each avenger must complete a 
minimum of 6 events.

Costs/Resources Needed

The Avenger program is a truly 
an example of a “private/public” 
partnership. Students combine time 
investment for a passionate cause 
similar to a student organization/
club and are provide a nominal fi -
nancial incentive similar to student 

Investing in our students to further de-
velop their skills and abilities, while le-
veraging peer recruitment, provides a 
win-win scenario.
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wage labor. Each student is provided 
a $500 scholarship for completing six 
unique events over the course of the 
year. In addition, students are paid an 
hourly wage for two hours per week 
to maintain their social medial plat-
forms and conduct events.  Students 
are provided reimbursement for costs 
associated with events (mileage, ho-
tel, meals, etc.).  Some funds are set 
aside to provide students with brand 
clothing (a collared logo shirt), busi-
ness cards, and professional develop-
ment training each semester. Costs of 
attending state and national events 
for agricultural education youth orga-
nizations were subsidized through in-
kind exchange of labor and services. 

Results to Date

Students established a mission, 
vision, and set both programmatic 
and personal development goals for 
the experience.  The mission devel-
oped was: “The purpose of the Penn 
State Teach Ag! Avengers is to cul-
tivate awareness for agricultural and 
extension education.” The Vision de-
veloped was: “Through our passion 
as positive agents of change, Penn 

State Teach 
Ag! Aveng-
ers will 
e m p o w e r 
individuals 
through in-
volvement 
in agricul-
tural and 
e x t e n s i o n 
education; 
i n s p i r i n g 
them to dis-
cover their 
career po-
tential to in-
fl uence and 
participate 
in the future 
of agricul-
ture.” Pro-
grammatic 
goals that 

were achieved included:

1. Conduct 36 unique events pro-
moting AEE in the calendar year.

2. Involve 30 other undergraduate 
AEE students in the program-
ming in the calendar year.

3. Establish Penn State Ag Ed on 
fi ve different social networking 
platforms.

Student Perspectives- What was 
the best thing about being an 
Avenger to you?

“I appreciated having the op-
portunity to shape and mold the op-
portunities available in AEE from a 
student perspective. As a student, we 
were able to collaborate with profes-
sors to increase student opportunity 
and continue to make the major both 
fun and rewarding.” Jillian Gordon, 
2012 Avenger, current graduate stu-
dent at the University of Georgia

 “While I was active with the 
other student organizations for Agri-
culture Education at Penn State, the 

Avenger program gave me the most 
ability to infl uence the future of the 
program in its entirety. It gave stu-
dents a sort of independence of how 
we accomplished our duties, yet we 
remained unifi ed in our mission.” 
Caleb Wright, 2013 Avenger, current 
agriscience teacher at Garden Spot 
HS (PA)

“I enjoyed the creativity of the 
Avenger program. We had the oppor-
tunity as a group to fi nd creative ways 
to get students excited about a career 
path some high school students over-
look.” Meagan Slates, 2013 Avenger, 
current agriscience teacher at Penn 
Manor HS (PA)

“Being an avenger had many ben-
efi ts including the great professional 
development we received throughout 
our yearlong term.” Laura Metrick, 
2014 Avenger, currently seeking an 
agriscience teacher position

“The best part about being an 
Avenger was getting out and meeting 
kids! It gave me a chance to go back 
to 4-H and present to students the op-
portunities that they may not have 
known about.” Rachel Telesz, 2014 
Avenger, current agriscience teacher 
at Union City HS (PA) 

“I love how being an avenger 
keeps me tied and focused to my ma-
jor while I'm still working through 
general education courses”. Nathan 
Repetz, 2015 Avenger, current sopho-
more rank AEE major

Student Perspectives- Did serving 
as an Avenger assist you in pursu-
ing your desired career? 

“This program gave me more 
chances to fi nd a way to craft mes-
sages to help garner interest in ag-
riculture education. I also believe 
the Avenger program gave me a leg 
up through the interview process 
as I was able to speak about a more 
diverse experience while at Penn 

The inaugural Teach Ag! Avenger Team from 2012. Pictured from 
right to left: Megan Slates, Caleb Wright, Jillian Gordon, Janae 
Herr, Matthew Reutlinger, Matthew Dodson
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State..” Caleb Wright, 2013 Avenger, 
current agriscience teacher at Garden 
Spot HS (PA)

“I was recognized by teachers in 
the state for the events we were hold-
ing for their students. This made me 
feel a part of the Ag Ed family be-
fore even student teaching.” Meagan 
Slates, 2013 Avenger, current agri-
science teacher at Penn Manor HS 
(PA)

“It gave me experience speaking 
to students, it helped me meet and 
network with others involved in this 
career path from all across Pennsyl-
vania and it helped to fuel my passion 
for agriculture education!”  Laura 
Metrick, 2014 Avenger, currently 
seeking an agriscience teacher posi-
tion

“I got to see the impact I made 
and realized that if only those short 
interactions were able to make a dif-
ference, imagine the impacts I could 
make as a teacher every day in the 
classroom.” Rachel Telesz, 2014 
Avenger, current agriscience teacher 
at Union City HS (PA)

Student Perspectives- How do you 
see the Avenger program evolving 
in the future?

“I see the Avengers program 
continuing to grow through student 
directed leadership. Who knows 
how to recruit and support ag educa-
tion better the students in the major 
themselves?” Jillian Gordon, 2012 
Avenger, current graduate student at 
the University of Georgia

“One of the best aspects of the 
Avengers is that it is pulling in diverse 
students. These students are of vary-
ing ages and backgrounds, allowing 
their input to bring together the great-
est potential impact. The program is 
set up in a way to identify the current 
and future needs of Penn State Teach 
Ag! allowing a select group of stu-

dents determine the best way to re-
spond to them!” Caleb Wright, 2013 
Avenger, current agriscience teacher 
at Garden Spot HS (PA)

“I see the Avengers potentially 
holding leadership conferences to 
serve the secondary students in the 
state. Teaching students the basic 
leadership would give them the posi-
tive reinforcement needed to believe 
they could be a teacher. (I realize this 
would take a lot of fi nancial backing 
but I think it would be cool). I would 
also like to see the Avenger program 
partner with other colleges and re-
cruit for ag teachers in other states 
and not just PA.” Meagan Slates, 
2013 Avenger, current agriscience 
teacher at Penn Manor HS (PA)

“I see the program focusing its 
efforts on different events to reach 
students that are not already being ex-
posed to agricultural education, such 
as current college of agriculture stu-
dents.” Deanna Miller, 2014 Avenger, 
current agriscience teacher at Wood-
stown HS (NJ)

Student perspective- What advice 
would you give to another institu-
tion looking to start an Avenger 
program?

“Look towards your current stu-
dents for ideas. The Avenger program 
will only remain valuable as long as 
it is student led, much like ag educa-
tion!” Jillian Gordon, 2012 Avenger, 
current graduate student at the Uni-
versity of Georgia

“Have a clear and defi ned mis-
sion. Being one of the fi rst Avengers, 
we worked through a lot of the initial 
challenges of starting a new student 
group. While questions arose, we of-
ten refl ected back upon our main pur-
pose as a group. I think identifying 
the weaknesses of your program and 
fi nding ways that students can help 
your institution should be the true ba-

sis of a program similar to the Aveng-
ers.” Caleb Wright, 2013 Avenger, 
current agriscience teacher at Garden 
Spot HS (PA)

“Be unique! This program must 
be about being passionate, enthusias-
tic, and goal oriented. Find creative 
ways to reach out to high school stu-
dents.” Meagan Slates, 2013 Aveng-
er, current agriscience teacher at Penn 
Manor HS (PA)

“Work to cultivate the idea that 
this program is for a select group to 
spread the message of Ag Education, 
but provide training, coaching, etc. 
about talking points when interacting 
with students. Evaluate, is the goal to 
plant a seed of interest, or to have stu-
dents commit their college degree? 
Then take this goal and devise a se-
lect program of activities to execute 
your program goals.” Deanna Miller, 
2014 Avenger, current agriscience 
teacher at Woodstown HS (NJ)

“My advice would be to make 
sure the Avengers are meeting stu-
dents face-to-face but also are being 
active on social media as well!” Lau-
ra Metrick, 2014 Avenger, currently 
seeking an agriscience teacher posi-
tion

“Let Avengers travel and create 
the interactions. It gives student's 
someone real to look up to when they 
start visiting colleges and programs.” 
Rachel Telesz, 2014 Avenger, current 
agriscience teacher at Union City HS 
(PA)

“Start working with your state 
FFA and 4-H, and make your program 
a vital part to what they do.” Nathan 
Repetz, 2015 Avenger, current sopho-
more rank AEE major

References

Camp, W.G. (2000). A national study 
of the supply and demand for 
teachers of agricultural educa-



24 The Agricultural Education Magazine

tion in 1996-1998. Blacksburg, 
VA: Virginia Polytechnic Insti-
tute and State University.

Camp, W.G., Broyles, T., & Skelton, 
N.S. (2002). A national study of 
the supply and demand for teach-
ers of agricultural education in 
1999-2001. Blacksburg, VA: Vir-
ginia Polytechnic Institute and 
State University.

Foster, D. D., Lawver, R. G., & Smith, 
A. R. (2015). National agricultur-
al education supply and demand 
study, 2014 executive summary. 
Retrieved from http://aaaeonline.

Dr. Daniel Foster is an Assistant 
Professor in the Department of Ag-
ricultural Economics, Sociology, and 
Education, The Pennsylvania State 
University.

The fi rst evaluation data were 
used to determine a media outlet’s ef-
fectiveness. In one year the Commu-
nity Outreach Campaign resulted in 
more than 28 million impressions in-
cluding 8 million from the MTA bus 
and bench ads, 6 million from news-
paper print ads, 5 million from vari-
ous digital advertisements, 3 million 
from movie theater previews, and 6 
million from point-of-purchase tele-
vision. The second most valuable sta-
tistic was the evaluation of cost-per-
impression. Overall, the entire cost of 
the Community Outreach Campaign 
was less than $0.003 per impression. 
The breakdown of cost-per-impres-
sion includes $0.004 for MTA adver-
tisements, $0.013 for newspaper print 
ads, $0.013 for digital advertising, 
$0.017 for movie theater previews, 
and no cost for point-of-purchase 
television due to a donation from a 
local business partner. 

Tricks of the Trade (continued from page 18)

Finally, we wanted to determine 
if our entire Community Outreach 
Campaign was actually impacting 
our calls to action.  With all of the 
time, effort, and manpower that went 
in to the entire campaign, the status 
of the program would not have been 
a success if no one was responding 
to the calls to action. Fortunately, we 
saw signifi cant increases in all areas. 
During the peak month, page visits 
to the Academies of Nashville blog 
increased more than 845 percent. 
Unique visitors to the blog increased 
619 percent. Page views for the blog 
increased 497 percent. The page visit 
duration was extended by more than 
13 minutes per visit.  The results for 
our social media outlets had similar 
results. 

For the Academies of Nashville 
Facebook page, the number of fans 
increased 384 percent, audience im-
pressions increased by nearly 40,000 

percent, audience reach increased by 
22,000 percent, and audience engage-
ment increased by 15 percent. For the 
Academies of Nashville Twitter page, 
the number of followers increased 
892%, mentions increased 670 per-
cent, and retweets increased 900 per-
cent. 

All in all, the Community Out-
reach Campaign has impacted career 
and technical education’s reputation 
in Nashville. While the campaign was 
by no means simple or easily repli-
cable, it was effective and balanced 
the tightrope walk that all educators 
face when it comes to managing pub-
lic relations. The next time you are 
fl ipping through your radio stations 
and your hear a favorite 80s rap song, 
you won’t have to worry about that 
“tricky” public relations plan you are 
trying to put in place. Instead, you can 
focus on the success and outcomes of 
your agricultural education program. 
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by Amanda Hannon

My experience student 
teaching was just like 
test driving your dream 
car.  Before you start 

this experience, you have learned 
everything you could possibly know 
about the car and you’ve heard about 
the experience that everybody else 
has had with the car.  However, until 
you personally turn that key and step 
on the gas, you don’t really know 
what you are getting into!

At the beginning of my student 
teaching placement, I started slow; 
observing how the class behaved 
with my cooperating teacher and vice 
versa;  just like you would while the 
dealer can see you from the lot.  As 
soon as I hit that highway and was 
given the class to teach on my own, 
I slammed on the gas.  In this test 
drive, this behavior did not give me 
the reaction I was expecting. 

I quickly found that that I needed 
to alter my perspective and expecta-
tions to enable each student to suc-
ceed.  Though I didn’t realize it at 
fi rst, I expected all of my students to 
be as motivated and passionate about 
agriculture as I was in high school.  
Because of this assumption, I had 
very high, and for some students, un-
attainable, expectations for students 
to grasp the content of my lessons 
quickly and to gain a lot of ground 
with my introductory unit.  This way 
of thinking is just not plausible in 
the real world.  Students have differ-
ent degrees of experience, learning 
capabilities, and desires to learn the 
material you will teach.  This early 
realization really changed my philos-
ophy of teaching.  I have realized that 
my job as an educator is to increase 

each student’s understanding of agri-
culture, no matter what level they are 
on before they take your class.  This 
change of opinion made lesson plan-
ning more diffi cult because you have 
to plan multiple levels for all stu-
dents to benefi t.  After I learned this, 
I slowed down my lesson delivery 
so that I thought at least all students 
were grasping something in the class. 

There are favorite experiences as 
a student teacher that I will always 
remember and treasure.  I enjoyed 
helping with the greenhouse program 
from almost start to fi nish.  Even 
though I had taken horticulture and 
greenhouse management courses, this 
was my fi rst chance to see the step-
by-step process of planting seeds and 
plugs, making them grow, and mar-
keting and selling them.  My proudest 
moment would be when my cooper-
ating teacher told me that some of the 
students I was getting to participate 
hadn’t shown any interest in the class 
before.  Most of all, I enjoyed seeing 
the spark of passion in my active stu-
dents’ eyes when they had the chance 
to do a FFA activity or talk about how 
excited they were to start land judg-
ing.  This passion reminded me why 
I chose this major in the fi rst place. It 
can be hard to remember this passion 
while in college because you are so 
disconnected from that world.

After I got into the swing of teach-
ing classes and the students were used 
to me, I started to really enjoy my 

job.  Just like trying out new options 
in a car shopping adventure, I really 
enjoyed trying out new methods and 
being able to observe just how useful 
they were to my students.  I worked 
on trying to make activities shorter 
so that we could change directions 
and reengage students to the topic.  
At fi rst I was discouraged that I was 
not able to fi t in all of the key parts 

of my lesson plan beginning with a 
motivation, then having three activi-
ties during the period, and formally 
summarizing the content at the end 
of the period.  This process seemed 
doable during lesson planning, but I 
found that in my fi fty minute classes, 
it just wasn’t possible for me.  A les-
son plan I had created before student 
teaching for one class period would 
take a week to get through.  Learning 
to cater the lesson to the class you are 
teaching and modify what you are do-
ing to make the students really con-

Test Driving Your Dream Car:
Refl ections on Student Teaching

Student teaching was just like test driv-
ing your dream car. 

Amanda Hannon is a 2015 West Vir-
ginia University graduate in Agricul-
tural and Extension Education.  She 
student taught at Taylor County Tech-
nical Center, WV. 

continued on page 27
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by Rebecca Swope

Standing in front of my hor-
ticulture class on the fi rst 
day of student teaching and 
observing eighteen students 

blankly staring back at me, I was not 
overly excited about student teach-
ing.  I was not excited because this 
was a new area fi lled with people to 
be met.  I felt a lack of confi dence in 
myself and strangely out of place.  
Driving to school in the morning for 
the fi rst week was a chore rather than 

something I looked forward to doing.  
This led to some questions about  my 
choice of a career path.  However, 
over the last three months of this dy-
namic student teaching experience, I 
have become attached to the students 
and have grown to love being an 
educator.  Driving to school became 
something I looked forward to each 
morning.  The forty-fi ve minute drive 
one way became enjoyable after rec-
ognizing the success of working with 
students who would always fi nd ways 
to make my day. 

I had the privilege to student 
teach at Ravenswood High School 
(WV). While there, I taught two 
classes of Agriculture, Food, And 
Natural Resources, Horticulture, Ad-
vanced Principles of Agriculture, 7th 
Grade Agriscience, 8th Grade Agri-
science, and often helped with the 
fl oriculture classes.  On a typical day, 
these classes involved approximately 
95 students ranging from 7th graders 

The Ups and Downs of Student Teaching
to high school seniors.  The school 
day started with the 7th graders, which 
was one of my favorite classes.  They 
were always energetic and ready to 
learn about the topic of that day.  The 
most successful unit I taught to the 
7th graders consisted of a two week 
crash course about welding. They 
were a little leery about using the 
welders at fi rst, but with some help 
and encouragement they learned very 
quickly.  It was rewarding to see how 
excited they were after making a nice 
weld and the students were actually 

upset that we couldn’t weld for an ex-
tra week. Other lessons consisted of 
plant science, animal nutrition, pest 
management, AET record keeping, 
plant propagation, and landscaping.  
In addition to these lessons I also su-
pervised the students as they worked 
in the two school greenhouses and 
eight raised beds.  Spring vegetables 
were raised in the beds and we also 
had a hydroponic lettuce system in 
operation.  Many times I brought in 
ingredients and showed the students 
how to make a new food dish with the 
vegetables that they had raised.  

Many of my peers have stated 
“student teaching is like a roller 
coaster ride.”  I completely agree with 
this statement.  Most days were very 
good but there were always crazy 
days mixed in with a few “what was I 
thinking?” days.  Upon completion of 
my student teaching experience, the 
good days stand out to me the most. 

I will never forget the fi rst day 

that we had chicks hatch in our class-
room.  We had been candling the 
eggs and anticipating their hatch. The 
students were looking forward to the 
opportunity to take the chicks home 
as a part of their SAE.  On the day 
the eggs were expected to hatch, I got 
to school early with anticipation of 
arriving before the students.  While 
parking the car, I noticed one of the 
students standing by the door to the 
agriculture shop.  (This is where I en-
tered in the morning.)  As soon as I 
exited the car, he immediately came 
running over as fast as possible yell-
ing “Miss Swope!, Miss Swope!” 
loud and excited. By the way he was 
yelling, I thought to myself, “Oh 
no, something went wrong and the 
chicks are dead.” After fi nally catch-
ing his breath he said the chicks were 
hatching and I needed to see them 
right away.  By the way he was talk-
ing I thought maybe all the eggs had 
hatched.  After entering the classroom 
and looking into the incubator only to 
see one chick staring back, laughter 
overwhelmed me.  I had never seen 
someone so excited over a chick 
hatching and it was refreshing to have 
students really enjoy something that 
we had done in class.  

Another situation stands out as 
one of my questionable days.  The 
students and I spent a large amount 
of time working in the greenhouse 
and operating the hydroponic lettuce.  
About two months after the lettuce 
was growing, we started having prob-
lems with the pump.  Several students 
volunteered to fi x the pump and I al-
lowed them to work in the greenhouse 
during 7th period to try and fi nd a so-
lution.  Every ten minutes I walked 
out to check on their progress, but 
on one of the visits the students were 
goofi ng around rather than working.  
I quickly asked them to “stop being 

It is a rewarding experience being with 
the students each day and watching them 
engage with something new.



27May June 2015

bad” and get back to work, using 
some of the terms the students often 
hear me say.  Right after this remark, 
an arm reached around and quickly 
picked me straight off the ground.  
As I dangled there, a little shocked 
and confused, the student said, “Miss 
Swope, if we were actually being 

bad, what 
would you 
do about 
it?”  At 
that point I 
was think-
ing “Oh my 
goodness , 
my students 
are out of 
control!” 

A f t e r 
experienc-
ing the ups 
and downs 
of teaching, 
b e c o m i n g 
an educa-
tor is truly 
the career 
path for 

me.  It is a rewarding experience be-
ing with the students each day and 
watching them engage with some-
thing new.  Being a student teacher 
taught patience, fl exibility, and gave 
me a good representation of what 
teaching is all about.   I am originally 

nect to the material is probably the 
most important skill I developed dur-
ing my experience.  Another method I 
tried to use in my classes was making 
more activities hands-on.  Though I 
felt more comfortable just presenting 
a PowerPoint about the topic and giv-
ing my students a worksheet about 
it, I thought about how monotonous 
that probably was for students and 
tried to really change it up during 
my time teaching.  We made posters, 
took notes from videos, followed a 
modifi ed web quest, created picture 
fl ash cards to learn new material, and 

played charades to memorize termi-
nology.  I had so much more fun plan-
ning these activities and watching the 
students complete them.  I believe 
that these activities are what made 
some of the students more interested 
in the content.

Looking back, I see my experi-
ence similar to test driving a car for 
a multitude of reasons.  It takes time 
to get used to new things.  You can’t 
always slam on the gas with a new 
car and expect it to perform as you 
imagined.  You have to weigh out the 

pros and cons of choosing this option.  
Most importantly, student teaching is 
only a test drive; you have to return 
your students at the end of your expe-
rience.  It is a short twelve weeks that 
lets you see if this is the best decision 
for your life.  Before student teaching 
I honestly had decided that the route 
of teaching was not for me.  How-
ever, this experience has completely 
changed my opinion.  It may not have 
been the car I went to the lot to test 
drive, but it may be my best choice.

Rebecca Swope is a 2015 West Vir-
ginia University graduate in Agricul-
tural and Extension Education.  She 
student taught at Ravenswood Middle 
and High Schools, WV. 

Test Driving Your Dream Car: (continued from page 25)

Providing educational experiences in a laboratory, such as a 
greenhouse, is only one of the teaching activities experienced by 
student teachers. 

from Columbiana County, Ohio and 
there are several agriculture educa-
tion programs in the area.  A position 
opened at West Branch High School 
and I was given the opportunity for 
an interview.  I look forward to fi nd-
ing a school where I can continue as 
an agricultural education teacher and 
help students fi nd career paths and in-
terests in the fi eld of agriculture.  




