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Teach Ag! Avengers: Heroes in agricultural education recruitment

Introduction
The National Research Agenda: American Association for Agricultural Education 2011-2015 provides the context for public educational reform initiatives and establishes research priority areas for public school agricultural education. As one of its priority areas, the research agenda calls for a readily available supply of qualified workers (Doerfert, 2011). Specifically, the research priority area indicates that a need exists for: “Sufficient Scientific and Professional Workforce that Addresses the Challenges of the 21st Century”. The key outcome identified for the priority area is to prepare enough professionals for careers in agriculture; including agricultural education teachers.
As documented for over two decades (Camp, 2000; Camp, 2002; Kantrovich, 2007; Kantrovich, 2010), there is a nation-wide shortage of agricultural educators entering the classroom. Foster, Lawver, and Smith (2015) indicated that 86 full-time and 10 part-time positions were available on September 15, 2014. While teacher preparation programs may be preparing enough quality educators to fill these positions, some graduates decide to not enter the classroom. There is some disagreement on what it takes to be a quality teacher. However, there is much agreement that a quality teacher is important to providing a quality education to students (Bransford, Darling-Hammond, & LePage, 2005). First, however, individuals must know about the opportunities to become a teacher. Therefore, a need was identified for a program that empowered current agricultural education teacher candidates to become the driving force in sharing the benefits of becoming an agricultural educator. Out of this need came the Teach Ag! Avengers.
How it works

Investing in our students to further develop their skills and abilities, while leveraging peer recruitment, provides a win-win scenario. The program first needed to be branded to be identifiable by students and stakeholders. The university has an “ambassador” program and the college has an “advocate” program, thus the specific program level was named “Avengers”. The primary objectives of the TeachAg! Avenger program are: 
1) To effectively recruit current secondary students to major in agricultural education.
2) To effectively recruit current post-secondary students to major in agricultural education, pursue double majors or post-baccalaureate certification.

3) To serve as the representative “face” of the <University> Agricultural Education Teacher Education program at State and National Agricultural Education functions.
4) To serve as the student representative of the <University> Agricultural Education Teacher Program for college and university functions.
5) To ensure that <University> Agricultural Education has an appropriate social networking presence (Facebook, Twitter, Blogs, etc).
Selection is a competitive application process. To represent the multiple campuses of the university system and the varied points of development, program planners sought two representatives from each grade level (i.e. freshman, sophomores, juniors). All students selected must be declared AEE majors with intentions to teach secondary agricultural education.

A timeline for implementation was as follows:

August



Call for applications released


September


Applications Due


October


Interviews/Selection


November


Orientation/Professional Development


Spring & Fall


Complete Tasks/Report


Following December

Final Report Due

January


Incentive Payment made

Students are expected to create, conduct or represent at events for <University> agricultural education; however, only one Avenger can “claim” any event. For example: the State FFA Convention may involve all six Avengers, but only one can have credit for conducting that event. In order to receive the incentive payment, each avenger must complete a minimum of 5 events.
Results to Date
Students established a mission, vision, and set both programmatic and personal development goals for the experience.  The mission developed was: “The purpose of the <University> Teach Ag! Avengers is to cultivate awareness for agricultural and extension education.” The Vision developed was: “Through our passion as positive agents of change, <University> Teach Ag! Avengers will empower individuals through involvement in agricultural and extension education; inspiring them to discover their career potential to influence and participate in the future of agriculture.” Programmatic goals include:

1) Conduct 30 unique events promoting AEE in the 2013-14 calendar year.

2) Involve 30 other undergraduate AEE students in the programming in the 2013-14 calendar year.

3) Establish <University> Ag Ed on five different social networking platforms.
All goals were accomplished. <University> currently has a presence on: Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, Pinterest, Tumblr and YouTube.
Future Plans/Advice to Others

<University> fully plans to continue the program in the foreseeable future. Plans include expanding the financial incentives of the program to be able to provide each student with some specific technology that would assist in them engaging students through social networks, i.e. tablet computing. In addition, further collaboration between existing student advocacy groups at the college and university level will be developed to provide professional development to the students.  When designing programs like this, it is critical that the students see significant professional development benefit and it not be a one way street of benefits only towards the academic program.

Costs/Resources Needed

The primary costs related to this program are essentially a reallocation of existing funds that were earmarked for student recruitment and undergraduate student wage labor. Currently, program budget is $8,000. Each student is provided a $500 scholarship for completing five unique events over the course of the year. The remaining funds are distributed through students submitting requests for hourly wage for events at $10/hr and mileage reimbursement. In addition, some funds were set aside to provide students with brand clothing (a collared logo shirt), business cards, and professional development training each semester. Costs of attending state and national events for agricultural education youth organizations were subsidized through in-kind exchange of labor and services. 
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