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Latino Agriculture Student Speakers Organization
Need for Innovation

The Hispanic population is the fastest growing minority group in the US (Haines, 2010). Petersen and Assanie (2005) projected that by 2020 Hispanics will represent the majority population in Texas. 
Youth organizations are making big efforts to engage more Hispanics in youth programming. Involvement in youth programs has positive outcomes such as increase self-confidence, higher graduation rates from high school and less likely to use drugs and risky behaviors (Haines, 2010).

The current demographics of FFA and agricultural education do not align with the current ethnicity at the public schools. To sustain leadership, agricultural education should represent diversity. Specifically in [State], the Hispanic population is underrepresented in FFA membership (Roberts et al., 2009). The National FFA Organization has 16% FFA Hispanic membership. 
One of the goals of a previously established outreach project at [University] focusing on beginning Hispanic farmers and ranchers is to increase the level of participation in secondary agriculture programs and FFA activities in the targeted region of the state. Discussions with project participants revealed that they wanted more information about opportunities in secondary agriculture and FFA but found it difficult to get their questions answered due to lack of knowledgeable individuals who spoke Spanish.  As a result, the need for individuals who understand secondary agriculture and FFA and also speak Spanish was identified.
How it Works/Program Phases/Steps
Hispanic students at [University] enrolled in courses in the agriculture department were identified. From that group, students who were active in high school agriculture and FFA were invited to participate in an interest meeting. A facilitator was in charge of proposing the innovative idea of a bilingual (English/Spanish) speakers’ group who could advocate for FFA and secondary agriculture programs. These students were interested in talking formally and informally to Spanish-speaking audiences about their own experiences in secondary agriculture, FFA, and as university agriculture students.
The group name, “Latino Agriculture Student Speakers Organization (LASSO)” was adopted.
Students developed brief biographies and testimonies of their personal experience in FFA.  They were also assigned a specific topic to talk about in the introduction of FFA through a formal presentation. Such categories included: What is FFA, FFA creed, FFA emblem, motto, levels of membership and official dress, Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE), Career Development Events (CDE) and Leadership Development Events (LDE) and a brief introduction of what the Hispanic/Latino agriculture student speaker/outreach group is all about.
A Facebook group was created to communicate among the students during the process. This allowed a more effective interaction because everyone was constantly checking the updates and less meeting were required to gather information. A brochure (in English and Spanish versions) was designed by the students to provide information about the group and included a brief biography and picture of each speaker to create a more personal approach. Brochures were distributed to opinion leaders among secondary agriculture teachers, high school principals, counselors, and teachers of English for Speakers of other Languages as well as pastors of Spanish-language churches.  
Several LASSO members participated in the 2012 Latinos in Agriculture Leaders Forum.  This experience allowed the members to meet other Hispanic/Latino agriculture students, professionals and industry leaders from across the state.  This experience allowed them to develop greater confidence and more talking points for presentations. 

Results to Date/Implications

Invitations for LASSO to visit FFA chapters, college and career days, and other student-oriented activities have already begun.  The group will continue to identify opportunities to speak and give presentations to parents and other interested adults, especially opinion leaders among the Hispanic population. 
The Hispanic Outreach Program at [University] extended opportunities for LASSO to participate in its activities. Members of LASSO also volunteered as brief interns at the state fair with various agricultural-related events, thus creating a professional Hispanic presence in an established public agricultural context in view of hundreds, if not thousands, of Hispanic fairgoers.
Future Plans

Plans to formalize LASSO as an official university student organization are underway.  This will provide the organization with access to matching funds for outreach and leadership development.  Members of LASSO will assist with activities of the Beginning Farmers and Ranchers Development Program (BFRDP) as deemed appropriate by project staff.  They will also assist with university preview day agriculture department activities to inform prospective students and their parents about the opportunities in agricultural careers and college life.

Resources Needed

The brochure will be key to disseminating information to parents, school leaders, and agriculture teachers. Travel to speaking events, college and career fairs, and other events will require a budget, which is currently being subsidized by a grant source.  However, strategies to sustain funding beyond the grant period will need to be identified.  It is estimated that an annual budget of $1500-2000 will be needed.
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