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Research Nights:  Utilizing Technology and Collaboration with Universities 

to Enhance High School Agricultural Science Student Learning 
Need for the Innovation/Idea
The National Research Agenda listed the key outcome of priority three as "a sufficient supply of well-prepared agricultural scientists and professionals drive the sustainable growth, scientific discovery, and innovation in public, private, and academic settings" (p. 18).  With this in mind, there is a distinct need for high school agriscience students to gain exposure and interaction with agricultural professionals outside of the secondary classroom environment, such as local administration, industry professionals, and local university students and faculty, if they are to become well-prepared agricultural scientists themselves.  
Dr. Mark Taylor has thoroughly studied today's high school age students, known as Generation NeXt, or Millennials, born after 1982.  Dr. Taylor (2009) stated that these individuals are “the products of a technology rich, consumer-driven culture” (p. 5).  Considering that these technology savvy individuals are also involved in competitive events through their FFA membership, the need to combine these considerations gave way to the concept of “Research Nights" a project established by a high school agriculture teacher to encourage students to participate in research projects at the local level. 
The National FFA Manual (2011) stated: “The key to achievement lies in the ability to think critically, communicate clearly and perform effectively in a competitive world.  These skills … are enhanced through participation in Career Development Events (CDE)” (p. 57).  There are a number of CDE events that utilize presentations as a point earning aspect of competition. Conducting preliminary presentations of student work prior to a contest offers students the chance to test their presentation abilities. In this innovative idea, students created electronic posters and enhanced them using presentation software. Students then presented their work to agricultural and educational professionals for constructive feedback to be utilized to further prepare for competition at regional, state and National FFA events.

How It Works/Technologies Used
Students complete their research paper presentations and then translate this information into a Power Point™ poster slide for their presentation.  Students then load their slides into a Prezi™ presentation canvas and, with the assistance of their teacher, set the zoom features to highlight different portions of the poster.  Prior to the actual event, students practice their Prezi™ presentation and create any handouts for review.  The "Research Night" is scheduled and local administration, graduate students and university faculty are invited to attend as field experts. Participants listen to student presentations as a group and are asked to judge presentations, offer constructive feedback for improvement, and recommend student works for printing and submission to regional and state contests.

Microsoft Power Point™ is a commonly used program for creating effective, appropriate, and eye-catching professional poster presentations.  Prezi™ (http://prezi.com/) is type of electronic presentation tool that utilizes a single canvas of text, video and images, giving presenters the ability to zoom in and out of a presentation canvas.  Microsoft Power Point™ presentations can be downloaded into Prezi™ canvases, allowing the user to zoom in and out of large single slide projects, such as a research poster.  Prezi™ provides presenters the ability to "audition" their research poster without the cost of printing a large poster.  It also allows an audience of experts the opportunity to view portions of the poster project with ease and as a large group instead of continually adjusting a view size or dealing with a small view of a large presentation.
Results To Date/Implications

Microsoft Power Point™ and Prezi™ have been used by the author during the past year to aide over 90 students in more thoroughly preparing for contests in which professional presentations are required.  Students conducting research projects and looking to compete in contests where presentations were judged have been eager to try using Power Point to create their poster and then use Prezi™ to enable their presentations to come to life.  Many students required very little assistance with Power Point™ beyond changing overall slide size and learning effective information placement.  For many students, the most valuable aspect of their presentation was learning new presentation enhancements (i.e., Prezi™) and the opportunity to receive extensive and professional feedback for improvement.  This feedback proved invaluable when preparing for actual contests and presentations.  A number of Agriscience Fair students have excelled in most all areas of competition beyond the local level.  Additional local secondary agriculture teachers have requested that county "Research Nights" be developed and general science teachers have begun to request to participate, further strengthening collaboration among teachers from different disciplines.
Future Plans/Advice to Others
Future plans include the continued use of Power Point™ and Prezi™ and working to coordinate contests at local universities and community colleges, opening up the opportunity to engage a greater number of graduate students and university faculty in interacting with high school students and providing opportunities to visit campuses.  County wide "Research Nights" are also being developed to facilitate FFA member participation from all schools in the local areas.  It is important to note that this innovative idea can also be implemented by schools that do not have access to local universities.  Technologies such as online conferencing (e.g., Centra) and virtual worlds (e.g., Second Life) are providing a mechanism for a broader reach that can provide increased access to university graduate students and faculty. 
Costs/Resources Needed

Resources required for this innovative idea included software (i.e., Power Point™ and Prezi™), a computer, and a presentation projector. However, direct costs are minimal.  Microsoft Office™ is the software bundle that contains Power Point™ that educators can purchase at a discount or may already be provided by their school.  Prezi™ is a free online application accessible at http://prezi.com.  The cost of a computer for presentation creation can be avoided through the use of school computer labs.  Substantial savings occur given the fact that the techniques described allow identification of the most competitive posters (instead of all posters) to be printed and used in future competitions.  The time required to create poster projects, learn how to use Prezi™ and coordinate presentations can be minimal and will vary based on student abilities, administrator and university student and faculty availability, and timelines of contest preparation.
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