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Expanding Communication Opportunities: Blogs for Agricultural Communication Programs

Introduction

Writing is regarded as the most valuable skill among alumni, faculty and supporters of agricultural communications programs (Morgan, 2010). In fact, industry has indicated the need for program completers to improve their writing skills. Many universities offer opportunities for students to develop their writing by publishing in printed media such as student magazines (Hall, Rhoades & Agunga, 2009). However, magazines are limited due to their high printing costs, space restrictions, scheduling deadlines and the permanency of the final product. Inclusion of online publications like blogs, can expand opportunities for students. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The [Center] is an extra-curricular aspect of the [University] Agricultural Communication program. The [Center] is funded by an endowment with the purpose of providing students a way to practice skills in a real-world setting. The [Center] is composed of one faculty adviser and four paid associate student editors. The editors assign stories and photos to volunteer student contributors from the Agricultural Communication program as well as throughout the [College]. Each publication has a distribution of 1,500 copies and is hosted online.
The [Center] created a blog in December 2011 to compliment its student-run publication. The [Center]’s goal in creating a blog was to: give students more experience with web media, expand the reach of their audience, encourage more students to write and provide an additional channel for publication and student portfolio material.

How It Works
 	In December, 2011 the [Center]’s four student employees created a free account on wordpress.com and selected a simple design theme. The team immediately began planning content and posting news stories and editorials.  The team also began soliciting content through the [center’s] Facebook page and in Agricultural Communicators of Tomorrow meetings.  When the team has received content, they place the text and photos into a new blog post. The post can remain saved as a draft version until the team decides it is ready to publish on the blog. After publishing, the student associates then share links to the blog postings on both Facebook and Twitter to increase traffic. They have also added a QR code and web address for the blog to the back cover of their magazine.
Given the variety of student knowledge and skill development, the blog quickly became an outlet for editorial stories that are better suited for blog posts rather than magazine articles. This also provided a means of sharing news which falls between the magazine’s deadline schedules. The blog has served as a forum for discussing current events in agriculture, such as the January 19, 2012 release of the Yahoo article titled, “College Majors that Are Useless” (Loose, 2012). The blog site received 1,358 views on that day.
In Fall 2012, the [Center] associates decided to place more emphasis on planning blog posts for each week and assigning student volunteer writers a deadline for submitting articles oto allow for editing before posting.

Results to Date/Implications
The [Center] has traditionally produced three magazines annually, with an average of 33 stories per year. The number of stories published in the magazine began to decreasing in Spring 2012 when the [Center] began selling ad space to offset printing costs. This proved to be another limiting factor to student opportunities to write.
The blog site statistics analysis reveals the [Center] has published a total of 48 posts to date. While the posts have received a total of 29 comments, the blog has received a total of 6,982 views. There are currently 12 WordPress users following the blog.  The blog has also helped drive viewership to the online version of the magazine with a total of 42 clicks to date.

Future Plans/Advice
	The [University] Agriculture Communication program plans to maintain its current schedule of one blog post per week, while encouraging more students to get involved. The [Center] associates of the often struggle to assign blogs for each week while also maintaining the printed magazine schedule. This often results in the [Center] student associates posting more blogs themselves, rather than affording other students the chance. While the increased blog writing is helpful to the four student associates, it does not engage others or support their growth. 
The [Center] plans to continue promoting blog stories and other posts through social media, including Facebook and Twitter. The [Center] would like to increase its role in participating in the online conversations about agriculture by networking with other bloggers and university programs.
Additionally, the [Center] would like to increase its number of visual posts.  Wordless Wednesdays can feature the skills and talents of students with the desire to develop, refine and publish their photography.  The [Department Name] plans to create a YouTube channel to share information with prospective students and supporters. Connecting the YouTube channel with the blog could help promote a positive web presence for the program while giving students with video interest and expertise more experience with multi-media communication.

Costs/Resources Needed
	The WordPress account blog theme used are free. Managing the blog has added to the workload of the four Brock Center student employees. However, student employees are still limited to claiming the same number of paid hours per week, so there has not been an increase in costs associated with labor. The [Center’s] blog also has the capacity to refer potential magazine advertisers to the program which may have a role in generating more revenue. 
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