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Forging Community College and University Collaboration through Early Field Experience
Introduction
Faced with an ongoing shortage of qualified secondary agricultural educators across the state and the nation (Kantrovich, 2010), this project was proposed through the United State Department of Agriculture Hispanic Serving Institution’s (USDA HSI) Educational Grant program to increase the number of underrepresented students pursuing and completing the Agricultural Education Teacher Preparation program at (University). This project sought to strengthen the academic programs at (Univ.) and (Community College) by filling a void in the academic programs at these institutions by providing students with information, field experience, training, and career awareness related to agricultural education. Additionally, without this project, an early field experience course would not be available to students at (Comm. College) due to problems acquiring adequate enrollment numbers in the course when offered independently.  This project has created a pathway for students to make a smooth transition into the university’s program. With a clear pathway in place, greater attention can be placed on attracting students toward a career in agricultural education. As an increased number of Hispanic teachers would provide the profession with much needed role models to help inspire the thousands of Hispanic students in (state) who might otherwise view higher education and a career in agriculture as an unlikely option. 
How It Works

Through the three year project the following steps have been taken to accomplish the four objectives set forth by the project staff.

Objective 1: Provide an Agricultural Education Orientation (AEO) course at (Comm. College) and (Univ.) that incorporates lecture, discussion, field experience, experiential learning, and online learning activities. To accomplish this objective the project staff reviewed and modified the existing university course curriculum for delivery at (Comm. College).  The new course curriculum, now taught at both institutions, includes lecture, discussion, field experience, experiential learning and online learning activities. A website was also created for the project to provide information for prospective students, course participants, and the public.

Objective 2: Assist and facilitate community college students’ transition from community college to the four-year university by utilizing adult mentors and related field experience. In the first week of the AEO course students select an agriculture teacher mentor at a high school in their local area. Students travel to that school weekly to complete a minimum of 45 hours observing their teacher mentor. Mentor teachers work with students throughout their time in the course and are asked to follow up with students and provide continued encouragement.

Objective 3: Recruit and enroll at least 20 students each year in the AEO course, with at least 10 being enrolled in the course at (Comm. College). In order to achieve this objective the project staff set the following goals: 1) University faculty and/or outreach staff will meet with at least 20 agriculture students each year at (Community College) to answer any questions and provide transfer advising; 2) the University’s Ag Ambassador team will provide a recruitment presentation in at least five agricultural classes at (Comm. College) annually; and 3) once students complete the AEO course and transfer to the University they will continue to be advised and mentored towards their degree by the Project Director at least twice per year. 
Objective 4: Provide financial assistance to one newly recruited Agricultural Education student from an underrepresented population who completed the AEO course at (Comm. College), to assist with retention of that student. This financial support provides the student the necessary funding to engage in program activities while still focusing on their educational goals. 

Results To Date

The AEO course was successfully offered and delivered at both institutions each of the past three years. During this time 32 students enrolled in the AEO course at (Comm. College) and 46 students at (Univ.). Of those at (Comm. College), 33% were Hispanic/Latino students.  All 78 students enrolled in the AEO course were assigned a secondary agriculture teacher mentor to assist them and provide career guidance and encouragement. At (Comm. College), 28 of the 32 students enrolled in the course completed 45 hours of observation at their mentor teacher’s school, while 38 of the 46 (Univ.) students completed their observation hours. The university’s Ag Ambassadors made presentations to 21 different (Comm. College) agriculture classes, a total of 241 students attended these presentations. 

An evaluation of the project found that 85% (22 of 26) of (Comm. College) students enrolled in the AEO course indicated they had a favorable impression of an agricultural education career and were interested in pursuing a career in this field. To date, 10 of the community college students completing the AEO course have enrolled at (Univ.). Eight are majoring in agricultural education, while the others are plant science and animal science majors. Additionally, 112 (Comm. College) agriculture students met with a (Univ.) representative to establish their academic and transfer plans. One student was selected in 2011 to receive full financial assistance from the (Comm. College) applicants that had enrolled at (Univ.) majoring in Agricultural Education. This support allowed him to successfully complete his bachelor’s degree in May 2013 and has begun his agriculture teaching certification coursework.

Conclusions/Future Plans

This project has provided (University) and (Community College) with the tools necessary to forge a collaborative relationship to provide effective outreach and recruitment of Agricultural Education students attending (Community College) and a smooth transition to (University). The project has proven to be successful in assisting community college students to learn more about a career in agricultural education. Project participants have clearly stated the positive impact of their experience and communicated their favorable opinion of a career teaching secondary agriculture. Given the success of this project, planning has already begun to replicate this project at another community college in the state to lend even more support to the effort to increase the number of underrepresented students entering the agricultural education profession.

Cost

This project was funded by a grant from the United Department of Agriculture’s Hispanic Serving Institutions Educational Grants program. The grant provided at total budget of $290,000.
References

Kantrovich, A. J. (2010). A national study of the supply and demand of teachers of agricultural education from 2006-2009. Retrieved from American Association for Agricultural Education Web site: http://aaaeonline.org/files/supply_demand/2010%20Supply%20 and%20 \Demand%20study %20report%20v5.pdf


