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Animal Science 101: Back to the Basics

Introduction

Animal agriculture and the skills needed to facilitate experiential learning opportunities in the context of Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE) programs continues to be an important component of the agricultural education teacher’s job. Historically, students have embraced the opportunity to raise and exhibit livestock projects. A positive livestock experience can serve as a context for the development of employability skills as well as the technical skills needed for the animal industry (Ramsey & Edwards, 2011). In addition, students are exposed to opportunities to receive awards and recognition through FFA and earn scholarships. Such awards can assist with post-secondary education that may lead to careers in the agricultural industry (Talbert & Balschweid, 2004). 

In agricultural education programs across [State], the primary career pathway is Animal Science ([State] Department of Career and Technology Education, 2009). As teachers of the Baby Boomer generation retire, new teachers will be needed to lead these programs. These new teachers must be competent to teach the animal science curriculum, and also facilitate SAE programs focused on animal agriculture. 

Skill development of pre-service agriculture teachers is important for universities to consider when developing new curriculum. According to Talbert, Vaughn, Croom, & Lee (2007), teachers must “stay current in the technical content of the profession i.e., agricultural industry” (p. 57). In the context of animal science, Slusher (2009) reported the third most important entry-level technical skill needed in the animal science sector was to “understand animal needs” in the context of animal handling/husbandry (p. 4). Industry professionals reported administering medications, livestock selection and disease identification (animal) as the three most important entry-level technical skills for students (Ramsey & Edwards, 2011). These skills must be taught by the next generation of teachers. Training the next generation of teachers to have the requisite skills needed to facilitate these programs is the focus of a collaborative effort between two departments in the College of Agricultural Science and Natural Resources at [University]. An animal science course with a designated lab for agricultural education majors has been developed to introduce pre-service teachers to the basic animal handling skills needed to facilitate animal agricultural experiences in school-based agricultural education programs.

How it Works

The course provides an overview of animal management and handling techniques used with beef, dairy, sheep, goat, horse, swine, and poultry. The primary objective of the course is to aid students in the acquisition of basic skills associated with livestock production and handling. Students learn basic skills needed to properly restrain animals of different ages, collection of samples for examination, and other husbandry practices. Students also demonstrate their understanding of these concepts and skills under different production settings. 

Students gain basic skills needed to properly and proficiently perform husbandry techniques relative to a variety of management or production settings (i.e., injections, castration, banding, disbudding, branding, tattooing, ear notching, and tagging). Emphasis is also placed on techniques related to physiology and other aspects of animal care such as visual identification, heart rate, respiration rate, and body temperature.  In addition, students are exposed to proper loading and unloading of animals during transportation of livestock for the safety and welfare of not only the animal, but the workers as well.  

In an effort to maximize the lab experience, an experiential approach is implemented to highlight teaching of animal husbandry skills learned in the course. Pre-service teachers are required to use the demonstration or problem solving teaching method to create just-in-time (JIT) teaching plans that are taught to their peers in the lab. The use of educational technology is integrated into the final project of the course that involves the random drawing of an animal husbandry skill and a cooperative learning experience designed to showcase the selected topic. An agricultural education graduate assistant is assigned to the lab to serve as a liaison between the agricultural education program and the animal science instructor responsible for the course. The liaisons’ primary objective is to serve as a pedagogical expert and assist students in developing their lesson plans.   

Results to Date

Nearly all students who have taken the course found it to be extremely beneficial and useful. For example, one student commented, “The animal handling class has been a great opportunity for me to gain new experiences with livestock to use in the future as an agricultural educator” (K. Brown, personal communication, April 10, 2012) another student said, “The hands on experience offered in this class is what makes it worth taking” (T. Daily, personal communication, March 15, 2012) and finally, “I feel more prepared to help my future students raise and care for their SAE livestock projects” (J. Neal, personal communication, February 8, 2011). Faculty responsible for this course believe it is a crucial component of the curriculum that has potential to fill a need for students who do not have experience working with livestock.

Future Plans

Animal Science 3703 is offered in both semesters, so students and advisors have flexibility to fit the course into students’ schedule. The course currently requires instructor permission to enroll; however, steps have been taken to allow agricultural education advisors to grant that permission to their students. The agricultural education lab section will continue to be refined to meet the need for technical and pedagogical skill development.    

Resources Needed

The burden for resource allocation is with the Department of Animal Science. Instructor time, lab resources, transportation, and consumable materials required to facilitate 31 students is substantial; however, based on anecdotal evidence it appears to be well worth the investment.  The Agricultural Education program contributes the graduate students assistantship. 
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