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Introduction/Need for Innovation

Rural areas of the United States that are dependent on farming have experienced many years of population loss (McGranahan & Beale, 2002).  This population loss has been attributed to the lack of available economic opportunities to people that live in these areas (Howley, Rhodes, & Beall, 2009).  These communities have a much older population than the national average, the young people in rural areas tend to move to cities to find educational and employment opportunities. Once the rural youth move away, they almost never return to their home rural community (Strickler, 2008; Howley et. al, 2009).  If these young people do remain in rural areas, they are seen as resigning themselves “to a life short of one’s potential” (Burton, 2011, p. 113).  Parents accept the inevitability that their children will leave the rural community if their children are to achieve success.  This trend has not always been the case; at one time, college-educated rural youth would return home to take positions on the family farm or to find employment in nearby towns (Howley et. al, 2009).  When young people “decide to seek or create employment opportunities for themselves in their rural communities” they can reverse the trend of population loss and impoverished economic options in these areas (p. 517).  One potential opportunity is for these youth to pursue production opportunities in alternative agriculture.  Alternative agriculture is defined by its goals that include reducing chemicals, managing smaller farms, efficiently using technology, developing more direct-to-consumer sales, lowering energy costs and providing greater self-sufficiency (Beus & Dunlap, 1990).  Priority 6 of the National Research Agenda seeks to develop vibrant, resilient communities (Doerfert, 2011). The National Research Agenda states that “local leadership capacity” and “civic engagement” can “affect the quality of life in a rural community” (Doerfert, 2011, p. 28).  Knowing that rural community development is a major research focus of Agricultural Education departments, professionally we have to ask “How are we going to encourage the development of economic opportunities for secondary rural students?”

The [University Department that houses Agricultural Education] attempted to answer the proposed question by using a model that focused on increasing the educational opportunities of rural secondary students.  A model that has been replicated with some success in research is the introduction of “gardens as a teaching tool within schools and communities” (Robinson-O’Brien, Story, & Heim, 2009, p. 279).  These gardens provide for learning for youth and the community throughout the year.  Participation in these gardens requires long-term commitments from teachers, administration and the school community to thrive (Ozer, 2007).  This support from the community can overcome a lack of internal resources to successfully operate the project.  These school garden models can be started with external funding but the funds should be used to strengthen the idea, not to undermine the local community effort.  When the gardens are located at the schools, they can provide “Student–owned and –managed” experiential learning opportunities for the involved students (Retallick, 2010, p. 66).  By gaining experiences in these areas, the students can develop the skills to pursue these opportunities during and after leaving their secondary schools.

How the Program Works

The agricultural education department, along with funding from the [State’s Department of Agriculture] provided money to develop alternative agriculture programs in secondary agriculture classrooms.  The proposed concepts included the addition or production of an agricultural crop or service which is not currently produced in the local county of the secondary agricultural education program applying for the grant.  Each of the programs selected received $3,000 - $9,000 that they are using to develop an alternative agriculture crop in their local program. The awarded amount requires a one-to-one match by the secondary school program.  The match could include inputs related to salaries, school district funds committed to the project, student hours devoted to the project outside of normal class times and the purchase of goods and other services that will be used with the grant.  The crop or service implemented should aim for long-term sustainability; therefore the alternative agriculture product should have the opportunity to earn money for the secondary school agriculture program. The grants allow for the increase of Supervised Agriculture Experiences (SAE) and student Agriscience fair projects related with the offered alternative product or service.  The schools were required to enter SAE proficiency applications and FFA agriscience projects based upon the grant to show evidence of student involvement.  Recipients of the grants were required to report on their individual projects to they could be replicated in other secondary schools throughout the state.  Teachers were required to provide lesson plans, support materials and photographs of the project to help with the replication of the grant.  Support from local school districts was required and was secured through letters of support from the school principals, career and technical education directors and the district superintendents.
Results to Date

Five secondary schools were awarded grants and each secondary agricultural program has developed their own individual crops or animals to be raised for profit.  Each of the programs has been able to accomplish some early successes prior to their first harvests.  The first school built two high-tunnel greenhouses, one purchased with the grant and the other with matching funds from the school district.  The high tunnels are being used for raspberry and blackberry production. The second school purchased an abandoned greenhouse and converted it to a high-tunnel greenhouse for raspberry production. The third school developed raised garden beds for potato production.  The fourth school converted one-half of their existing greenhouse structure to the production of out-of-season, locally grown tomatoes. The fifth school was able to build a fillet station room next to their existing tilapia operation, expanding the opportunities to provide the capabilities of continual harvesting and selling of locally grown tilapia.  All schools have created projects that are monetarily self-sustaining teaching labs that have the potential to continually model alternative agriculture production in their local communities.  

Future Plans

The schools participating in the grants are actively taking part in a major research study outlining the benefits and shortcomings of focused development of alternative agriculture opportunities in secondary agricultural programs.  Due to initial positive feedback of the alternative agriculture project the department is pursuing two options with expanding the project in the future. The first option is to provide existing grant schools extra funding to develop local adult learning opportunities based upon the alternative agriculture grant project.  The second option is to expand the program to three more secondary schools in the next academic year. 
Costs

A total of $30,000 in matching grants, was awarded to five schools in spring of 2011.  These awards ranged from $3,000 to $9,000. Money was required one faculty member’s summer employment, one graduate student assistantship, money for travel between the schools and money to pay two other supporting personnel who were conducting school visits. The overall cost of the program to date is $150,000. 
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