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Expanding the trip to National FFA Convention to incorporate a high impact field experience

Introduction/need for innovation or idea – [State] University’s [college of agriculture] embraces the concept of providing a “stimulating educational environment” that encourages undergraduate and graduate students to become involved in research and engages them in advanced learning experiences (Sams, 2010, p. 2). Engaging students in multiple cultures and environments helps them see the purpose (Townsend & Briers, 1990) of learning, which typically reinforces knowledge in future endeavors (Barrick, 1989; Buriak, McNurlen, & Harper, 1996). Furthermore, Research Priority 4 of the American Association of Agricultural Education’s National Research Agenda called for the implementation of learning environments that emotionally and actively engage students to have “high levels of achievement, life and career readiness, and professional success” (Doerfert, 2011, p. 9). However, more research is needed to develop learning environments where high impact outcomes are the norm, rather than the exception. 
How it works//Program Phases –Student participation in high impact experiences and experiential learning activities is essential to the learning process and deepens students’ understanding and sensitivity to the outside world (Dewey, 1933; Kolb, 1984). Therefore, meaningful learning experiences and environments that engage students and promote life-long learning and citizenry should be intricate pieces in the learning process (Kolb, 1984). By participating in a semester-long course that included an eight-day field experience across the Midwest, students had the opportunity to learn through experiential learning and form opinions about culture, history, agriculture, people, global society, diversity, American resilience, and youth development as well as gain new perspectives and knowledge about old topics (Kolb, 1984). “…Educational outcomes are enriched, deepened, and expanded when student learning is more engaged, active, and relevant” (Bringle & Hatcher, 1999, p. 83) as was this field experience. 
The field experience to National FFA Convention included three phrases:
Phase 1, Pre-experience: Students were required to complete a one-page summary of why they wanted to participate, what they hoped to gain from the experience, and how it could help them reach both short and long term career goals. Each student was required to have a minimum 2.5 GPR, attend before and after class meetings, enroll in AGCJ 380-501 for (2) credit hours, and pay all associated costs. 
Phase 2, Field experience: Thirteen undergraduate students, one graduate student, two teaching assistants, one Fulbright Scholar from [location], and one professor participated in the field experience from October 17-22, 2011. On the trip, the group stopped at several locations for experiential activities: 
· Joplin, Missouri, to experience the devastation caused by the May 2011 tornado; 
· Amish and Mennonite communities in Central Missouri to interact with the culture and attend a produce auction;
· John Deere World Headquarters and Seeder Division in Moline, Illinois; 
· National FFA Convention to help facilitate the Agricultural Communications, Food Science, or Agricultural Mechanics Career Development Events (CDEs); 
· Gateway Arch in St. Louis, Missouri, to recognize American history and culture and interact with the builders, who attended the annual reunion; 
· Warm Springs Ranch, the Budweiser Clydesdales Breeding facility; and
· The Oklahoma City Memorial to observe American Resilience. 
Phase 3, Post-experience: Students completed a two-page reflection paper, an online questionnaire about the trip, and final projects by major. Agricultural leadership students wrote a two-year marketing plan to reestablish the Collegiate FFA Chapter at [State] University, agricultural communication students wrote a three-page feature story and designed a layout about a tour of their choice, and agricultural education students designed a Unit Plan. Last, students presented the final projects to faculty and staff at the conclusion of the semester. 
Results to Date/Implications – Quantitative and qualitative data, which included surveys, reflection papers, final projects, and presentations, were collected throughout the experience. Undergraduate students (N = 14) completed the survey. Participants were asked how the field experience would help them in their collegiate experience, future career, and life. A majority of the participants claimed to have learned more about agriculture, history, diversity, youth development, culture and the global society than what they could have in a formal classroom setting as a result of the field experience. Further, students believed this field experience was the highest impact experience they have had while studying at [State] University.
The field experience resulted in success for the students because they were able to relate course work to their assignments and find gainful employment through the experience. The CFFA Chapter established a 20-member re-chartering committee and developed and distributed a survey of the college of agriculture students. An agricultural communications student accepted a summer internship with Case-New Holland, and an agricultural leadership student accepted a full-time position. Further, an agricultural communications student’s layout and story from the experience was accepted for publication in Drive Magazine. 
Many colleges and universities take students to help at National FFA Convention. They should capitalize on this opportunity to incorporate purposeful field experiences into their trip. Advanced planning would provide opportunities to expose students to agriculture, diversity, history, culture, global society, American resilience, and service.
Future plans/Advice to others – To improve future field experiences, comments and suggestions were collected from participants. During the route to and from National FFA Convention, students toured seven landmarks, communities, or facilities and five Land Grant Institutions. Future plans include continuing the field experience to the National FFA Convention in subsequent years. Additional semester-long courses with extended field experiences are being developed to include up to 60 students traveling by tour bus to experience production agriculture, American resilience, and culture in various regions of the United States. These courses will be available to non-agricultural education majors and provide high-impact learning opportunities for students in all [College of Agriculture] majors.
Costs/Resources needed –The total cost of the trip including van rentals, fuel, and lodging was $7000 or $500 per student, $450 of which students paid. This model is scalable depending on the number of participants. Food was not included in the budget price; however, several meals were provided for the group during the three days spent at National FFA Convention. All students agreed to have received their money’s worth and many suggested they would have paid more.
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