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The Development of an Educational Continuum to Meet Agricultural Workforce Needs

Introduction/need for innovation or idea

Rivera and Alex (2008) called for enhanced productivity and increased production in agriculture, suggesting that the need “is painfully obvious” (p. 374) as depicted through the spike in world food prices and global efforts to reduce poverty and sustain the environment. Rivera and Alex posited that this need can be satisfied through the development of national knowledge economies and education for the knowledge economy. It was suggested that without a knowledgeable agricultural workforce (including producers, trained research and extension workers, program managers and support staff), agricultural systems are unlikely to remain sustainable and competitive even if all other factors (land, water, production inputs, etc.) remain constant. Thus, training of the agricultural workforce is necessary in order to sustain current levels of production. Literature suggested that institutions must cater to the needs of different target populations and provide location specific services to promote innovations (Kanawaty, 1992). Additionally, it is imperative that agricultural education “integrate elements of new technologies with environmental and natural resource management issues, risk management, and market requirements” (Rivera & Alex, 2008, p. 384).

This call for a more knowledgeable agricultural workforce based upon the needs of a target population, justifies the development of the [county] Sustainable Biofuels Research Center. Although this Center has many facets, one essential piece of the partnership is the development of an educational continuum which will provide for the development of a more knowledgeable workforce in [county, state]. 

How it works/methodology/program phases/steps

The educational continuum is part of a larger [county] Sustainable Biofuels Research Center project. The purpose of this center is to develop a partnership with the [university], [state college], and Intelligentsia International, Inc. The objective of the center is to foster the development of a sustainable industry for biodiesel, cellulosic ethanol and other biofuels in south [state].  

In order to reach these goals, an educational continuum has been established in which biofuels technology and agricultural sustainability programs are being developed at the secondary school and post-secondary education levels. The secondary school level will contain a career academy focused on food and fuel production that is sustainable and compatible with ecosystem protection goals. The secondary school career academy facilitates students for evaluation of agricultural production from a larger perspective by bridging the divide between traditional agricultural production and ecological priorities. The ultimate goal is to develop a certification program for students enrolled in the career academy which recognized students’ ability for employment within the agricultural field upon completion of high school within [county]. Students who wish to further their education before entering the workforce have the opportunity to attend [state college] where they will receive further training and instruction in biofuels technology and sustainable agriculture.
At the post-secondary education level, programs at [state college] further examine knowledge and career opportunities within the biofuels industry. Students will work with researchers to further investigate biofuels production and could be responsible for research that contributes to the discipline. Completers of this program are equipped with skills to be employed in the industry as well as receive their associate’s degree in this field. Students may choose to enter the workforce after receiving their associate’s degree or they may choose to attend a bachelor’s program at the [university] which will further develop technical skills in the biofuels discipline in a two plus two program. An articulation agreement between [state college] and the [university], students can further their investigations of biofuels technology in a seamless manner, focused on the issues that affect their local community.

The unique nature of this educational continuum allows students, who choose to participate in part or all components of the program, to develop knowledge in biofuels and sustainability which is directly applicable to the community in which they live. This continuum helps meet the call for a more knowledgeable and skilled workforce, while also promoting a location specific innovation.  

Results to date/implications

Grant team members have identified members of the agricultural industry, university faculty members, and secondary/post-secondary school faculty to facilitate the development of these programs through the organization of a curriculum map for each institution. This was accomplished through the use of a true Delphi study. The Delphi study provided the grant team members with the fundamental topics needed to produce the curriculum map.

Future plans/advice to others

When thinking about the development of an educational continuum, it is important to consider the workforce needs of the community, as suggested by Rivera and Alex (2008). When opportunities such as this are developed, not only is a highly skilled and knowledgeable workforce being developed, but students have avenues for employment within their home community upon completion of their education. 

Costs/resources needed

The development of an educational continuum such as this has very minimal costs. Once a community’s workforce needs are identified, the major requirement to begin development is support and buy-in from community members and education administrators. When all stakeholders are committed, work on the development of the continuum can begin. It is important to note that although resources in structuring a continuum are minimal, there will be vast resources required to implement programs within the continuum. Each program will have differing needs based on existing resources and faculty expertise. 
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