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Utilization of Advisory Councils in <State> Secondary Agricultural Education 

Introduction/Need for Research

Two foundational texts of agricultural education program planning, Foundations of Agricultural Education and Handbook on Agricultural Education in Public Schools both espouse the critical need of functional advisory committee for secondary agricultural education programs. Talbert, Vaughn, Croom, and Lee (2007) stated, “One of the most important characteristics of a local agricultural education program is the interaction between the program and the community served by the school” (p. 122). Phipps, Osborne, Dyer, and Ball (2008) state that advisory committees should have direct impact on program planning and design.  This aligns with mandates put forth in the Education Amendments of 1977 and reinforced in the Carl D. Perkins Vocational Education Acts of 1984, 1988 and 2007 that local vocational programs were to establish an advisory council, one that would involve input from the community members and stakeholders alike in the vocational educational programs (Barbour, 2010).  Despite the legislation that exists around advisory councils, research indicates that organizing and implementing effective use of an advisory council into agriculture programs is a concern shared by a majority of neophyte agriculture educators (Myers, Dyer, & Washburn, 2005); however, the concern doesn’t exist solely in beginning teachers.  Research also indicates that this is a common concern among agricultural educators in general, with current teachers also expressing concern that community support and involvement presents them with a continued challenge in their programs (Boone & Boone, 2007). Previous researchers (Barbour, 2010, Whately & Supin, 1987) have recommended further study investigation in advisory councils, specifically the reasons behind the causes of some programs currently not utilizing advisory councils. The National Agricultural Education Research agenda describes Priority 5 as aiming to “define the characteristics of effective agricultural education programs and teachers and the means to correctly access the current state of these characteristics” (Doerfort, 2011), thus with limited previous research conducted on the status and implementation of advisory councils in <state> and the reoccurring theme of inadequacy in utilizing them, <state>’s agricultural education system could benefit from research in this area.

Theoretical Foundation
The theoretical foundation of the study is Caffarella’s (2002) Interactive Model of Program Planning.  The Interactive Model is similar to other models (Knowles, 1980; Cervero & Wilson, 1996, & Sork, 2000), but is distinct in four ways:  by design, it is interactive and comprehensive, people and place are acknowledged as important in the planning process, difference among cultures are taken into account in the planning and practitioners find the model useful as a practical tool.  The focus of the descriptive study was on the engagement of stakeholders in programmatic decision making.
Methodology

The purpose of this descriptive research study was to describe the utilization of advisory boards in <state> secondary agricultural education programs. The following research objectives guided the study: (1) Describe the implementation of advisory boards in <state> agricultural education programs, and (2) Describe barriers to implementing advisory boards in <state> agricultural education programs. 
Dillman’s tailored design method served as the basis for this research (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2009).  The frame for the study was obtained from the <state> agriculture teacher directory. The frame resulted in a population of 241 individual teachers, thus a census was taken. 178 respondents yielded a response rate of 74%.  Non-response error was controlled for with a comparison of early to late respondents with late being defined operationally as the later 50% as recommended by Linder, Murphy and Briers (2001). No threat to external validity was found.  On online survey tool was used for data collection.  The instrument was developed and adapted from a previous research study (Barbour 2010) and consisted of nominal and Likert-scale questions.  A panel of experts in agricultural education including a representative from the pilot test state reviewed the instrument and made recommendations for validity. Human subjects from <University> provide Institutional Review Board approval (IRB Protocol # 38385).  A pilot test was conducted was conducted on a similar population of agriscience educators in a different state resulting in 62 respondents where all items were found to be dependable and reliable.  

Results/Findings

For objective one, 89.9% of agriscience educators surveyed (n=160) said that they do have an advisory council. Advisory councils were reported to have an average of 12 members (10 voting) meeting twice a year. Only 25.9%of teachers reported having tem lengths for their members. The decision points having the highest four ranking of influence was the items  identifying the equipment, tools, and supplies needed for the program, acting as a communication link between the general public, reviewing courses of study for content relevance and accuracy, and evaluating the agricultural program. Of the programs with advisory boards, 20.3% reported having a program of work.  For objective two, 10.1% that indicated that they do not have an advisory council.  23.5% of these respondents identified that advisory councils are not essential to my program.  The option was provided to write in reasons as well. A common(n=5) write in concept that they had no need for one because they were not an <state> Department of Education approved program, making them ineligible for state and local funds distributed for compliance. 

Conclusions

The study confirms findings from previous studies in different states with a vast majority of programs saying that they have an advisory committee of some fashion (Barbour, 2010; Dormody, Seevers, & Classen 1996). Further investigation is needed on how exactly how those community resources are being utilized by the educators.  The absence of a program of work in those who do have a council and the negative connotation that advisory councils serve only as a step for compliance and hold no sense of value causes concern.  Research shows that effective teachers utilize advisory councils as a mode of community support so their importance must be articulated to the state’s agricultural educators so they can capitalize on these benefits (Roberts & Dyer, 2004).
Implications/Recommendations

Further study and investigation of how the advisory boards are managed to accomplish objectives or goals of the program are recommended with nearly 80% declaring that no program of work existed for the advisory board. In addition, investigation of policies allowing agricultural education and the student organization, FFA, to participate in non-state approved program should be conducted.  For practitioners, form and method of professional development and sharing how w best practices can be shared are needed. 
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