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and Increase Ag Literacy: #AgItForward

Introduction / Need for Innovation
Networking and face-to-face communication is critical to facilitating human connection and each year approximately 60,000 students from across the country attend the National FFA Convention (The National FFA Organization, 2014) for the opportunity to make those connections.  These fortunate students are able to see how the FFA and agriculture in general vary across our nation, establish relationships with diverse members, chapters, universities, and industry professionals, and bring back new innovative ideas for their own programs.  Unfortunately, less than 10% of FFA students will have this opportunity (The National FFA Organization, 2014).
While it is documented that many school districts have restrictions and policies that restrict the use of social media networking sites (Williams, Warner, Flowers, & Croom, 2014), it is apparent that both secondary and postsecondary students are increasingly adopting technologies that encourage online communication with applications such as Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, among other technologies expanding in use.  Caldwell (2015) concluded that there was no significant difference between faculty members’ and students’ use of social networking sites. However, Bumguardner, Strong, Murphrey, and Dooley (2014) indicated that while students perceived blogging to be easy, they did not see blogging as having educational benefit. Further, Murphrey, Rutherford, Doerfert, Edgar, and Edgar (2012) found that students see personal value in social networking but not for educational purposes. One of the goals of the National Research Agenda (Priority Area 2) is to increase “the use of new technologies and social networking skills for communication to selected target audiences” (Doerfert, 2011, p.17).
The project entitled “#AgItForward” was created to give FFA members the opportunity to make human connections, become more literate about agriculture and form meaningful relationships with members across the country by utilizing both traditional and online communication tools. Approximately 72% of American teens use social networking sites (Bowen, Stephans, Childers, Avery, & Stripling, 2013) and their use continues to rise for widespread communication.  Activities promote public support of “agriculturally literate people making personally informed decisions about agriculture related topics” (Doerfert, 2011 pg. 12) by engaging individuals in asynchronous conversation.
How it Works
Traditional pen pal methods via the standard mail system were combined with current trends of popular social media in the form of Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter.  Initially an Instagram site and website were set up to begin this project. The Instagram account was connected to the website and served as the location for project information such as templates for letters, instructions, and is also the survey site for the chapters to input their information. [Area] FFA addressed and sent out letters in September 2014 to begin the process with each state officer team. Once a school receives a letter, their first step is to print out the logo sheet, two instruction pages and two blank letter templates. They are asked to write their chapter’s name underneath the logo and have the entire chapter officer team sign it with a message. They then plan and complete a community service project, take a photo of themselves doing the project, and upload this photo to their chapter Instagram or one of their officer’s Instagram accounts and #AgItForward. They also print the photo and make three copies. One will be mailed back to the school that sent them their letter with the signed logo sheet. The other two photos will be sent with the two new letters they will send to the two schools they were assigned. In today’s society, students rarely send letters in the mail. Students are able to practice this simple skill and connect with others via tangible mail, in addition to texts/posts. 

The #AgItForward chair reposts the same photo and description of the event along with key information taken from an online survey.  The two new letters sent out by each school are sent to one chapter in their state and one out-of-state, thus connecting within their own state and somewhere new in our nation. They are assigned those two schools from the chapter that sent them the letter. The sending school will receive a signed logo sheet that was pictured in their post along with a photo of the school they sent the letters to. A video clip and post were made by [area] FFA in [state] to help students develop their own Instagram accounts.
Results to Date / Implications
Currently there are 604 followers to the #AgItForward account. There have been 6 state officer teams and 26 chapter officer teams who have completed the process. In January 2015, [area] FFA and [area] FFA in [state] mailed class letters to promote this project. [State] University serves as the first collegiate FFA program to complete the information and post to the Instagram account. Followers to this account include many chapters across the country including the national FFA officer team and several middle school FFA programs. In October 2014, a Facebook page was set up to promote the project to primarily the older generation and community members not on Instagram. Further, the National Association of Farm Broadcasting with FFA News and RFDTV conducted a radio interview on January 20, 2015 with the project leaders to share the success and promote the project. 

Future Plans
Future plans involve expanding to collegiate FFA by establishing a version to allow these programs to promote their agriculture majors and career choices to high school students in 7,665 FFA chapters in all 50 states. A new addition are 15 second agriculture literacy soundbites titled “#AgInOurArea.” All schools following @Agitforward are invited to video tape a 15 second clip about agriculture in their community to upload to the #AgItForward instagram site. They can also provide additional information below the video clip. This provides students a chance to practice public speakings skills, connect with their community, and inform others about agriculture in their area.  There have been 26 videos posted. 
Costs / Resources Needed
Costs to implement the project were minimal with initial start-up costs related to supplies (i.e., letters, envelopes, mailing labels, and stamps) costing approximately $100.  The wix.com website, Instagram and Facebook are free.  Resources included time, smartphone/computer, and engaged students.
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