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Agriculture in the Nation's Capital: Organizing a Study Experience in Washington, D.C.

Introduction/Need for Idea
According to National Association of State Universities and Land-Grant Colleges (NASULGC), “the United States needs its higher education sector to provide leaders who can understand and guide the economic, political, and social forces that will control or influence the path of the international community in the 21st century” (2000, p. 3).  Study abroad programs assist in accomplishing this need by developing students’ cultural awareness, broadening the academic experience, and building personal skills (Bobbitt & Akers, 2012).  However, while many college students realize the importance of studying abroad, they may be unable to participate due to limitations on time, finances, or lack of opportunity.  In these cases, a domestic educational experience may provide students with similar advantages as study abroad. Visiting Washington, D.C. provides an experiential opportunity for students to learn more about how many decisions that impact agriculture nationally and internationally are made.  This educational experience was organized as a partnership between two universities to further enrich the student experience and networking opportunities, which addresses Priority Area 4 in the National Research Agenda (Doerfert, 2011) to create meaningful and engaged learning in various environments.

How it Works/Steps
The process to plan and organize this experience and the supporting on-campus courses started 10 months before the trip in May 2013. The following timeline illustrates the activities completed to make this experience successful.

July-August 2012
· Began discussing the idea of organizing a study trip to Washington, D.C. including what the schedule might look like and what organizations to visit.
· Met with representatives on respective campuses who could inform the development of a study course such as legal, travel, financial, and other faculty who led similar trips. 
· Sought opportunities for extramural funding and applied for a foundation grant.
September - October 2012
· Contacted several hotels to seek bids for the group and completed contract information with the selected hotel.
· Determined the “organization clusters” to minimize travel time between locations.
· Contacted organizations to schedule visits with our group using a phone script to make sure communication efforts were similar from each university.
· Developed a collaborative syllabus for the supporting course taught at each institution.
November- December 2013
· Developed an on-campus course schedule that would meet monthly and address topics to prepare students for the trip.
January-March 2013
· Purchased tickets for group tours and made group reservations.
· Students on each campus meet monthly during the spring semester.
· Identified and purchase tokens of appreciation for organization representatives.
April-May 2013
· Confirmed all appointments with organizations, special instructions, and meeting room locations.
· Finalized arrangements with hotel.
· Confirmed final schedule with detailed travel directions to each meeting location.
· Created a notebook students could use to take notes during all meetings.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Created a final evaluation survey to be completed by students following the trip.

Results to Date/Implications
Twenty-two students and two faculty members participated in the study program experience; 11 students from each university.  Twelve different agricultural organizations were visited during the one week experience. Students were required to complete an evaluation survey following the trip.  All the students were satisfied with what they learned during the trip.  One student said the best aspect of the trip was “meeting the ‘other side’ of agriculture and putting faces with that other side. This experience allowed myself and others to see something that was completely different from our state agriculture.” Another comment was, “Just interacting with policymakers and lobbyists gave me a better sense of how ag policy works. Getting to see national landmarks and museums added historical depth to the experience.”  

Future Plans/Advice to Others
As a result of the trip’s success, this educational experience will be offered again, on a biennial schedule.  It will be offered at both universities because working with another university guaranteed enough students to quality for group discounts and students said they enjoyed learning about students from another state. The following list contains advice for others considering offering a similar domestic experience:
· Partner with another university to enrich course experience and collaborate on organization of program.
· Use a Dropbox folder to share resources and develop materials.
· Have students purchase their own flights to D.C. (to arrive by a designated time) so they can search for the best option depending on their preferences.
· Create a collaborative organized course that allows students to research organizations and prepare for trip.  Discuss how to ask appropriate questions at the organization meetings.  
· Reserve a hotel near a Metro with numerous eating options.
· Give students some free time (especially in the evenings) to explore the location and flexibility to pursue individual interests.
· Purchase a week-long unlimited Metro pass. 
· Use the first full day to help students learn how to get around the city and guarantee they see some of the popular aspects of D.C. 
· Ask for tax exemption at various venues (restaurants, tours, museums, etc.).
· Schedule the visits during a time when Congress is out of session to guarantee meetings with organizations. 

Costs/Resources Needed
Both faculty members applied for and received external funding to help defray students’ travel expenses ($7,000 for each university).  Estimated cost per student was $1,300 including hotel, group events, meals, and Metro pass (not including the scholarships from the foundation).  Additionally, students enrolled in one to three hours of course credit.
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