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Introduction/Need for Research

One of the fundamental concepts taught to students in agricultural education programs is the establishment and frequent use of an advisory council (Phipps, Osborne, Dyer, & Ball, 2008).  Many agricultural education programs are often evaluated on the basis of whether or not there is a functioning advisory council (National Council for Agricultural Education, 2009).  However, there is a lack of research identifying how post-secondary agricultural education programs are putting into practice the use of advisory councils for program evaluation and improvement.
Priority 5 of the National Research Agenda of the American Association for Agricultural Education calls for “highly effective educational programs [that] will meet the academic, career, and developmental needs of diverse learners in all settings and at all levels” (Doerfert, 2012, p. 24).  Post-secondary agricultural education programs must continually evaluate and adapt programs to meet the growing need of preparing students as they enter the professional workforce (Duncan, Ricketts, Peake & Uesseler, 2006).  The purpose of this research was to seek the input of a newly created post-secondary agricultural education program advisory council about the role of advisory council members and the expectations of the [university] agricultural education program.
Conceptual Framework

Advisory councils assist agricultural education faculty in planning and evaluating the agricultural education program (Phipps et al., 2008).  Continuous evaluation of the agricultural education program is essential in keeping the program current to ensure students have the skills necessary to meet ever-changing workplace and professional expectations (Doerfert, 2012).  Advisory council members should be representative of agricultural education program graduates and have knowledge of the agricultural education program (Phipps et al., 2008).
Methodology

The population for this study consisted of the six advisory council members representing the three components of within the agricultural education program including school based agricultural education, extension, and industry/communications.  All six advisory council members agreed to participate in the focus group interviews.  

Focus group interviews rely upon group interaction for the planning of new programs and evaluating programs already in place (Glense, 2006; Krueger, 1994).  The interactive feature of focus groups allows for more thorough and dynamic discussion of issues and ideas (Krueger, 1994).  Two research questions were developed as a method for guiding constructive conversation to identify areas of future agricultural education program improvement.  The first question, “What do you see to be your role as a member of the agricultural education program advisory council?” and the second, “What are the expectations of agricultural education program graduates?”  The focus group discussions were audio-recorded and later evaluated for themes. 
Findings/Conclusions
The focus group consisted of six members of the newly created advisory council who attended an introductory meeting at [university].  Members were invited to serve on the advisory council based upon years of service and/or involvement in their respective agricultural education professions.  There were one male and one female representative from the three main component areas of the agriculture program at [university].  Two were representing school based agricultural education, two from extension, and two from industry/communications.
Members of the focus group were asked, “What do you see to be your role as a member of the agricultural education program advisory council?”  The resulting discussion highlighted three main points:  Help guide the agricultural education program to equip students with the education and skills needed for the workplace; be an advocate for agriculture; and assist in recruiting students into agricultural professions.  The roles of advisory council members should be explicitly defined by both the post-secondary agricultural education program and members of the advisory council.  
In regards to the research question, “What are the expectations of agricultural education program graduates?” the focus group discussion identified four leading themes:  Education, Community, Administration, and Communication.  Concepts within the education theme included:  having a strong emphasis in scientific and general agricultural knowledge; promoting life-long learning skills; being adaptable to changing classroom/business/service situations; and being able to educate and empower others to meet personal and professional goals.  The community theme emphasized the importance for students to: understand the importance of rural and urban society systems; recognize the social climate of their local communities to gain support for and promote agricultural programs and services; and build relationships among the various agricultural education components (teaching, extension, and industry/communications).  The administration theme identified the need for graduates to have the skills in: creating and using advisory committees to conduct local needs assessments; planning, delivering, and evaluating agricultural education programs; and networking with influential members of their local communities to promote the agricultural industry.  Within the realm of communication, program graduates should be able to: identify sources of information and knowledge to assist students and clientele; communicate effectively and efficiently to diverse audiences; and follow-up with students and clientele to ensure their needs have been met.  Advisory council members were easily able to articulate the expectations they hold for graduates of the agricultural education program.  The expectations in each of the four categories offer areas to be incorporated in the degree program curriculum.
Implications/Recommendations

The recommendations made by the advisory council will assist [university] agricultural education program faculty and staff in evaluating course guidelines and curriculum to meet the expectations of program graduates.  The expectations espoused by the advisory council members should be further investigated and used to establish the evaluation criteria of program graduates.  Similar research efforts should be conducted and reported by other similar degree programs. 
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