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Utilizing Service-Learning to Encourage Career Exploration, 
Develop Community Partnerships, and Offer Ag Literacy Education 

Introduction/Need

Faculty who engage in preparing future secondary agriculture teachers constantly seek new instructional strategies, approaches, and assignments that may enhance the abilities of program graduates. As indicated by the National Research Agenda: Agricultural Education and Communication 2007-2010, one of the priority areas for Agricultural Education in Schools is to “prepare and provide an abundance of fully qualified and highly motivated agricultural educators at all levels” (Osborne, n.d., p. 5). To achieve success with regard to that priority area, teacher educators must continually be aware of issues and trends in Agricultural Education, be willing to update and modernize curriculum, and offer rigorous, relevant opportunities for students. 

Often efforts to prepare fully qualified agricultural educators lead faculty to incorporate authentic, real-life learning experiences into their courses. One common approach utilized to offer an authentic learning experience is service-learning. By definition, service-learning is a strategy that combines instruction, meaningful service to one’s community, and reflection (Learn and Serve America, n.d.) Further, service-learning allows students to take ownership of the learning process and experience skills important to employment (Robinson & Torres, 2008). 

By incorporating service-learning into an introductory Agricultural Education course, one institution was able to offer its students a “real” teaching experience, develop unique community partnerships, and provide ag literacy instruction to area youth. This opportunity was designed much like an early field experience. Such experiences are considered quite valuable to students as they may alter students’ beliefs about the profession and can ultimately impact pre-service teachers’ decisions to enter the profession (Myers & Dyer, 2004). 

How It Works

Developed in Spring 2011, Orientation to Agricultural Education, offered freshmen and sophomore Agricultural Education students an opportunity to learn about the major and experience teaching early in their degree program. In addition to exploring career options, reviewing degree requirements, and learning about student and professional opportunities, a major component of the course was a service-learning activity that required students to prepare and present a lesson on an agricultural topic to area youth. 

The purpose of this activity was three-fold. 1) To appropriately orient underclassmen enrolled in Agricultural Education to the planning, preparation, and evaluation involved in designing and delivering effective instruction for students. 2) To provide an interesting, engaging learning opportunity for youth who may not have convenient access to such experiences typically. 3) To increase agricultural literacy among area youth, many of whom are not regularly involved in or exposed to the agriculture industry despite living in a fairly rural community. 

Before the semester began, program leaders and teen impact coordinators with the Area Home-School Alliance, Fellowship of Christian Home Educated Students, and the Boys & Girls Club were contacted. Each enthusiastically agreed to facilitate meeting times for educational lessons and recruit student participants. The first week of class, students were informed of the assignment and placed into pairs/groups based upon their availability for presentation dates. Following instruction on lesson plan development, locating educational resources, and a visit from the state Ag In the Classroom coordinator, students developed lessons about an agricultural topic of their choice. The week prior to the actual presentations, each pair or triad conducted a “trial run” of the presentation to an audience of peers and recent Ag Ed student teachers. Based on feedback received on both the plan and presentation, final revisions were made. 
Results to Date/Implications

Nineteen students enrolled in the course yielded eight assigned pairs and one triad. Nine educational presentations were scheduled between February 17th and February 25th (corresponding with National FFA Week). Lessons presented addressed a variety of topics including: Pizza: Where Does It Come From?, The Importance of Soil, and What’s in Your Diet?, as well as others. Nearly 80 youth, between age 5 and 15, attended the presentations.

As a result of this project, relationships were developed with the three community partners. Students in the course experienced a valuable teaching opportunity that allowed them to realize the work that preparing and presenting a lesson required. The experience also gave students insight as to whether or not they truly would enjoy a career in teaching. Area youth had an opportunity to participate in a fun, educational program offered at no charge. In addition, they were informed about a topic that many area do not have a chance to learn about – agriculture. 

Course evaluations indicated that students enjoyed the assignment, though would have liked additional class time to plan and prepare. Students also commented that while younger students were fun to present to, it might be nice to present to actual agriculture students. Other comments shared by students included: 1) I learned that I do not want to teach junior high. I was pretty much worn out afterwards. I enjoyed it a lot. 2) Even though the students were a bit rowdy and I feel the presentation could have gone better, I enjoyed my time spent planning and teaching the Ag in the Classroom presentation. It was difficult at first to get into the groove, but I can definitely say that I now know what not to do, which is one step closer to learn what to do.

Future Plans/Advice to Others

Because this was the first year for this assignment (as well as the Orientation course), several small glitches were experienced, including somewhat vague directions, date conflicts, challenges in reserving rooms, etc. In overcoming these glitches, patience, communication and organization were essential. Ultimately, a well-developed instructional plan, enthusiastic community partners, and dedicated students helped make this service-learning project a success. Minor modifications and improvements related to the glitches experienced will be made prior to Spring 2012.
 
Cost/Resources Needed	
It would be possible to conduct this assignment and require students to pay for expenses associated with their presentations. However, a $500 service-learning grant sponsored by the University was awarded, providing roughly $50 per group. With funding provided, students were more able to focus on creating engaging, interactive agricultural lessons; some even offered related “take-home items” for attendees. Only $289 of the $500 was spent; the average expense per group was $26. An additional $53.55 was spent on poster printing for the University’s service-learning showcase. In addition to presentation materials and supplies needed, class time must be allotted for the necessary instruction, group work time, and “trial run” of the presentations for feedback. Depending on the lesson topic, needs of the group, and facilities of the community partners, classroom space must be provided for the presentations as well.  
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