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Agricultural Knowledge and Perceptions among Students Enrolled in Agriscience Programs in [State] Counties Bordering Mexico

Introduction
The cultural and ethnic landscape in the U.S. is rapidly changing; forecasts suggest that by the year 2030 one-quarter of the country’s population will be Hispanic, whereas over half of the population in [State] is predicted to be Hispanic (National Research Council, 2006; Petersen & Assanie, 2005). As a result, demographics in public schools in the United States will change, thus requiring agricultural educators to focus on recruiting and engaging a more diverse group of students (Doerfert, 2011). Many secondary agriculture programs have already seen increased participation by Hispanic students; however, in comparison to the demographics of statewide secondary school enrollment Hispanic students continue to be underrepresented in agricultural education (Roberts, et al., 2006). Perhaps limited enrollment of Hispanics in agriculture has been a function of low agricultural literacy and perceptions of agriculture. Studies have shown minority students possess lower agricultural knowledge and more negative perceptions about agriculture (Bechtold & Hoover, 1997; Talbert & Larke Jr., 1995; Wiley, Bowen, Bowen, & Heinsohn, 1997), however, these studies are dated and it is plausible that newer generations of minority students might have different knowledge and perceptions of agriculture. Therefore, an investigation into the agricultural knowledge and perceptions of Hispanic agricultural students is warranted, and the purpose of this descriptive, correlational study was to determine the agricultural knowledge and perceptions of Hispanic and non-Hispanic students enrolled in secondary agriculture programs in [State] counties bordering Mexico.  

Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework that guided this study was information processing theory (Schunk, 2004). More specifically, this study was influenced by the portion of information processing theory that deals with individuals’ perception. Schunk (2004, p. 152) stated that “Perception depends on objective characteristics and prior experiences. . . . [and] is affected by people’s expectations.” In the context of this study, all participants have prior experience with agriculture through enrollment in secondary agriculture courses. However, each individual possesses a variety of background experiences that can lead to varying degrees of knowledge acquisition about agriculture and the development of perceptions about agriculture. Theoretically one would expect an individual with greater knowledge about a subject to have further developed their perceptions toward that subject.  

Methodology
The population for this study was students enrolled in 35 agriscience programs in counties bordering Mexico. The sample for this study was drawn using multistage cluster sampling (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Agriculture programs were first clustered by the number of teachers and a random sample of 20 students was selected from each school. One limitation of the study was the random sampling was conducted by teachers in the agriculture programs.  The Agricultural Awareness Survey (Frick, Birkenholz, Gardner, & Machtmes, 1995) was utilized for this study.  Packages containing survey instruments and consent forms were delivered to teachers at their area career development event.  Eight schools returned completed survey packets yielding a total of 135 usable responses. 

Results
Objective one was to assess the level of agricultural knowledge and perceptions of agriculture among Hispanic and non-Hispanic students enrolled in agriculture programs in counties bordering Mexico. The summated mean for students’ overall agricultural knowledge was 18.78 out of a possible 35.00 (SD=5.66), rendering a 53.6% correct answer rate. The summated mean for students' perceptions of agriculture was 109.50 out of a possible 175.00 (SD=12.84). For overall agricultural knowledge, Hispanics had a summated mean of 18.50 (SD=5.81), while non-Hispanics’ summated mean was 20.47 (SD=4.70). The summated means for perceptions of agriculture were 109.11 (13.04) and 112.00 (10.33) for Hispanics and non-Hispanics, respectively. Objective two was to examine the relationships between demographic variables and perceptions of agriculture and agricultural knowledge. Negligible relationships were found among demographic variables and knowledge and perception variables. The strongest positive associations were between number of agriculture courses taken and overall agricultural knowledge (r=.31), general agricultural knowledge (r=.23), agricultural public policy knowledge (r=.29), environmental and natural resources knowledge (r=.30), and perceptions of agriculture (r=.22). A negligible relationship was found between the number of agriculture courses taken and agricultural career knowledge (r=.07); agricultural career knowledge summated means were the lowest of all knowledge areas. Agricultural perception scores were moderately positively associated with overall agricultural knowledge (r=.31). 

Discussion/Recommendations
Because of the limitations of the study, the conclusions and recommendations should only be generalized to the participants. The findings showed that participants in this study were predominantly Hispanic, female, FFA members, living in urban areas. This is positive considering prior research has suggested that involvement in agriculture has been mainly limited to male Caucasian students. One disconcerting finding was students answered only about half of the agricultural knowledge questions correctly and they possessed neutral perceptions of agriculture. These findings were comparable to previous studies that used the same instrument indicating more work might be needed to increase all students’ agricultural literacy. Additionally, participants exhibited particularly poor agricultural career knowledge, which is alarming as standards pertaining to career planning are included in every agriculture course in [State]. As a result, secondary instructors should place a stronger emphasis on agricultural knowledge development, particularly agricultural career knowledge. A descriptive comparison of Hispanic versus non-Hispanic students showed little difference in agricultural knowledge or perceptions. While little difference existed, Hispanic students possessed slightly lower means in their perceptions of agriculture and all areas of agricultural knowledge with the exception of agricultural career knowledge. This encouraging finding differed from previous studies. While agricultural knowledge and perceptions appear to not have increased from previous studies among non-minorities, perhaps minority students’ knowledge and perceptions have increased over time. Further research studies might attempt to better understand the agricultural knowledge and perceptions of minority students in [State], as well as other areas. Not surprisingly, findings showed that the more agriculture courses a student had taken, the higher their agricultural knowledge and perception. What is more, better perceptions of agriculture were associated with higher knowledge scores. This would seem to substantiate the theoretical idea that individuals’ perceptions are based upon their prior knowledge and experiences. 
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