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Harvesting Connections: The Benefits of a Student Designed Agricultural Industry Tour
Introduction

An industry tour completely planned and organized by agriculture leadership students has been a huge success within our college.  The college-wide industry tour has grown remarkably over the recent years with support from the college, industry, and sponsors. Additionally, the tour provides a platform in which everyone involved can benefit through industry connections, networking, and exposure to the many areas within the agricultural industry. Students appreciate the opportunity to experience production, processing and manufacturing of crops, animals, services and value added products.  This innovative poster showcases the importance of taking post-secondary agriculture students off campus and immersing them with agriculture business and industry experiences.  
A college-wide, student-led agricultural industry tour is very rare. We reviewed available literature and could not find another example of a student planned and led agriculture industry tour that is open and inclusive of all majors within the college of agriculture. Industry tours, typically provided by specific clubs, are common with colleges of agriculture; however, they tend to be focused specifically on one sector of agriculture, catering to a single major. 
Background/Need for the Innovation
The first agricultural industry tour began in 1995 and was coordinated by a student leader in the college of agricultural sciences. This model has provided long lasting benefit to our students for the last 20 years. A prior department head in Agricultural Education identified several benefits of the tour including enhancing the image of the college and building strong industry connections. He also highlighted the many positive responses from students and individuals from industry who participated in previous tours. 
Students who participated in the industry tour benefited by experiencing new sectors of agriculture they had not previously encountered. Participants appreciated that the tour lends itself to a wide segment of agriculture and claim their understanding on the industry has expanded.  Since the inception of the tour, the growth, support, and complexity have improved, making it a model in collegiate agritourism.         

Throughout the previous decade, there have been a considerable number of studies concerning agritourism. The vast majority of research has focused on the benefits of agritourism to the producer and local economy that stem from diversification and re-purposing of agricultural land. A review of the literature found no studies concerning the impact that agricultural industry tours have on post-secondary students. Additionally, we found only one study dedicated to a high-impact field experience. Odom, Shehane, Moore, & McKim (2014) sought to describe students’ critical thinking skills at the completion of a course, which contained a high-impact experiential learning trip. As a result of their findings, Odom and colleagues recommended further research concerning students’ involvement in experiential learning opportunities, and their affect on students’ critical thinking skills. It has been well documented that experiential learning is a fundamental part of agricultural education, dating back to its early beginnings (Baker, Brown, Blackburn, & Robinson, 2014; Knobloch, 2003; Roberts, 2006). According to Knobloch (2003), “Authentic learning reflects the type of cognitive experiences that occur in real life” (p. 23). An agricultural industry tour offers post-secondary students the opportunity for interaction and exposure to various aspects of the agricultural industry, and provides insight into work environments and current agricultural practices. Designed correctly, an agricultural industry tour provides students with at least three of the four components of Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory, concrete experience and reflective observation.

How it Works

The student leadership council within the college of agriculture sciences at Oregon State University has facilitated the industry tour since its inception. The vice-president of the leadership council has the primary responsibility to plan and execute the industry tour with assistance of the officer team. The council creates attractive advertising materials and opportunities (i.e. posters, book markers, promotional you-tube video and personal club visits).  The student-led council establishes the open and closing date for application submissions, followed by a screening of applications to select the final attendees.  The council holds an initial meeting with attendees one week prior to the tour departure to preview student expectations, tour itinerary, and learning outcomes. The goal of the council is to provide purpose and create relevancy for the attendees through verbal and written reflections throughout the tour.  
Costs and Resources Needed 
The 2015 industry tour cost the participants $50, which included two hotel nights, use of charter bus, and most meals.  The remaining $315 for each participant was subsidized by the student leadership council budget.  The vice president worked on securing agricultural industry sponsorships to lower overall cost and coordinated meals to include industry participation and increased networking opportunities for students.  

Results 

The current Executive Director for Oregon State Ag in the Classroom, and a recent college of agriculture graduate, stated: 

I had the opportunity to participate in the industry tour all four years as a college student. As a tour participant, I was excited not only at the opportunity to get to know other students in the college of agricultural sciences, but also to expand my knowledge and familiarity with agriculture.  On the tour, we were able to witness first-hand, a variety of different careers, practices and aspects of the Oregon State agricultural industry. …I am able to use what I witnessed on the tours and, as a result, relate better to topics that I would have otherwise been unfamiliar. The trips were a highlight of my collegiate club involvement.” (Jessica Budge, personal communication, December 20, 2014)
Future Plans      
Our future plans for the industry tour are to maintain the impact and value of this college-wide experience while increasing the exposure and importance of this tour for students, industry collaborators, and the profession of agriculture. We will continue to develop this high impact experience which shapes the career development of students and promotes lifelong learning.
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