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Opening Doors in Agricultural Education: Recruitment, Preparation, and Careers
Introduction
The National Council for Agricultural Education (2000) developed a vision for agricultural education for the year 2020 that calls for an agriculturally literate society. To reach this vision, our nation needs an abundant supply of highly motivated, well-educated teachers that represent the demographics of our country in order to provide agriculture, food, fiber and natural resource systems education.  Faced with an ongoing shortage of qualified secondary agricultural educators across the state and the nation (Kantrovich, 2010), this project was proposed through the United State Department of Agriculture’s Hispanic Serving Institution’s (USDA HSI) Educational Grant program to increase the number of underrepresented students pursuing and completing the Agricultural Education Teacher Preparation program at (University). As an increased number of Hispanic teachers would provide the profession with much needed role models to help inspire the thousands of Hispanic students in (State) who might otherwise view higher education and a career in agriculture as an unlikely option. Through the activities and experiences provided by this project, student participants will learn what it’s like to truly be “engaged” in the world of an agricultural educator. 

How It Works

Through the initial year of this three year project, the following steps have been taken to accomplish the four objectives set forth by the project staff.

Objective 1: Provide an Agricultural Education Orientation (AEO) course that incorporates lecture, discussion, field experience, experiential learning, and online learning activities. To accomplish this objective the project staff reviewed and modified the current AEO course at (University) to include components of lecture, discussion, field experience, experiential learning and online learning activities. A website was also created for the project to provide information for prospective students, course participants, and the public.

Objective 2: Assist and facilitate community college students’ transition from community college to the four-year university by utilizing adult mentors and related field experience. In the first week of the AEO course students selected an agriculture teacher mentor at a high school in their local area. Students traveled to that school on a weekly basis to complete a minimum of 45 hours observing their teacher mentor. Mentors teachers assisted students throughout their time in the course and were asked to follow up with students and provide continued encouragement.

Objective 3: Recruit and enroll at least 20 students each year in the AEO course, with at least 10 being from enrolled at (Community College). In order to achieve this objective the project staff set the following goals: 1) (University) faculty and/or outreach staff will meet with at least 20 agriculture students each year at (Community College) to answer any questions and provide transfer advising; 2) the university’s Ag Ambassador team will provide a recruitment presentation in at least five agricultural classes at (Community College) annually; and 3) once students complete the AEO course and transfer to (University) they will continue to be advised and mentored towards their degree by the Project Director at least twice per year. 
Objective 4: Provide financial assistance to one newly recruited Agricultural Education student from an underrepresented population who completed the AEO course, in order to assist with retention efforts of that student. This financial support would provide the student the necessary funding to engage in program activities while still focusing on their educational goals. 

Results To Date

The AEO course was successfully offered and delivered at both institutions during the 2010-2011 academic year. This first project year saw 12 students enroll in the AEO course at (Community College) and 17 students at (University). Of those at (Community College), 30% were Hispanic/Latino students.  All 29 students enrolled in the two AEO courses were assigned a secondary agriculture teacher mentor to assist them and provide career guidance and encouragement. All 12 students enrolled in the new course at (Community College) completed 45 hours of observation at their mentor teacher’s school. At (University), 13 of the 17 students completed 45 hours of observation at the mentor teacher’s school. The (University) Ambassadors made presentations to six different agriculture classes. A total of 162 (Community College) students attended the presentations. 

At the end of the spring 2011 semester, 11 of the 12 (Community College) students enrolled in the AEO course indicated they had a favorable impression of an agricultural education career and were interested in pursuing a career in this field. Five of the community college students completing the AEO course enrolled at (University) for the fall 2011 semester. Three are majoring in agricultural education, while the others are plant science or animal science majors. Twenty-seven community college agriculture students met with a (University) representative to establish their academic and transfer plans. One student was selected to receive full financial assistance from the (Community College) applicants that had enrolled at (University) for the fall 2011 semester majoring in Agricultural Education 
Conclusions/Future Plans

(University) and (Community College) have forged a working relationship in an effort to provide effective outreach and recruitment of agricultural education students attending (Community College) and planning to transition to (University). This project has proven to be successful in assisting community college students learn more about a career in agricultural education. In the first year of the project, participants clearly expressed the positive impact of their experience and communicated their favorable opinion of a career teaching secondary agriculture. The project staff will continue with their current project plan and will utilize annual evaluations to improve the project’s effectiveness in future years. By the completion of the grant, project staff hope to generate adequate AEO course enrollment, which will allow the continued offering of the course at (Community College) and will also give consideration to replicating this project at another community college in the state.

Cost

This project was funded by a grant from the United Department of Agriculture’s Hispanic Serving Institutions Educational Grants program. The grant provided at total budget of $290,000.
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