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Ag Ed Day: Planting the New Crop of School-Based Educators

Introduction
Teacher shortages in school-based agricultural education has prompted varied and creative methods for recruiting students to collegiate teacher preparation programs. Agricultural education is an important piece in our school systems with many students who are interested in and excited about agriculture (Anderson & Kim, 2009). However, many of these secondary students are not getting the opportunity to be educated in this area because schools are often unable to fill teacher position openings (Kantrovich, 2010). The need for agricultural educators has grown and as a result it is becoming more and more difficult to fill secondary agriculture teaching positions across the United States (Foster, Lawver, & Smith, 2014). Therefore, many teacher education program leaders and faculty have started seeking new methods of pre-service teacher recruitment. Most notably, the National Association of Agriculture Educators developed the National Teach Ag Campaign along with the National Teach Ag Day to raise awareness about agricultural education and the profession as a whole.  
Agricultural education is a career which provides the opportunity for teachers to help students transform into successful young leaders. Anecdotally speaking, those in the profession generally believe the rewards of becoming a school-based agricultural educator surpass that of many other professions. So, why is there still an overwhelming number of open positions for agricultural educators all across the United States? What can we do to fix this dilemma? Hosting an “Ag Ed Day” at North Dakota State University was one way devised to help raise awareness to high school students in our institutions’ service region.

How it Works/Methodology/Program Phases/Steps
The approach to successfully carry out hosting an “Ag Ed Day” began with small steps. Since this was the first year planning anything of this nature, there was little material to begin the initial preparations. The teacher educator at North Dakota State University engaged an undergraduate to oversee planning of the program and awarded her with independent study credit. With guidance, the student developed a creative and innovative experience for high school students to learn more about teacher preparation in agricultural education. To initiate, an email was sent to all school-based agricultural education teachers in North Dakota with a request to nominate students grades 9-12 whom they feel would make great teacher candidates. An individual invitation letter, program description, and RSVP card was created for each student nominee. Then, each invitation was sent back to the nominating teacher to distribute directly to the high school students. Teachers were given a basic script and asked to hand the invitation to each individual they nominated in an effort to increase RSVP and commitment from the students. This was done in light of the career influence agricultural teachers have with their students (Marx, Simonsen, & Kitchel, 2014). Along with a mailed invitation, a Facebook event was developed where the students could respond if they were planning to attend.  This was also used as a tool to keep everyone updated with information.  
Planning the format for Ag Ed Day began with multiple interactive sessions, each one exposing a different content area of the Agricultural Education major. Animal sciences, agricultural economics, plant sciences, soil science, agriculture systems management, and welding technology were explored. Each session was held in a specific location of campus which allowed students to get a glimpse of campus life and to keep their interest peaked between each session. Professors from each content area facilitated their specific session. Ag Ed Day participants rotated between the interactive sessions each 30 minutes. Students had the opportunity to reach inside a cannulated cow, weld, identify regional soil types, create an electrical circuit board, and trade commodities in simulation. 
Another key part of “Ag Ed Day” was during the lunch break at the dining commons. Current pre-service Agricultural Education majors attended lunch to eat and talk with the high school students. These undergraduates answered any questions the students had about the major and encourage them to consider agricultural education as a career path. Several undergraduate students also served as group leaders for each session. Having these conversations helped to break down barriers and acted as an ice breaker as well. The students developed a comfort level with the college students as well as campus as the day went on.  
Many parents attended as well and were encouraged to walk between sessions, but encouraged to stand in the background. After lunch, the teacher educator led parents back to a meeting room to discuss the major and answer questions. Materials and information regarding supply and demand as well as career options beyond secondary teaching were presented. Several current undergraduates were in attendance to present parents with a picture of campus life and a realistic transition to college their child might experience. Following this meeting, the high school students returned to the meeting room from their final rotation and degree options were discussed with them as well. Further, undergraduates provided their perspective of the degree, the university, and career prospects. This part proved extremely valuable. 

Results to Date/Implications
The results of the day were successful. Twenty-one of 40 invitees participated in “Ag Ed Day” and they ranged from high school freshman to seniors. There was a terrific amount of excitement and questions from the students throughout the day. At the end of the day all of the students came together and regrouped. Some students had decided that they wanted to major in agriculture education. Others were on the fence, but said that “Ag Ed Day” helped give them a much better idea of what agriculture education looks like. No matter what the individual results were, there still was an impact on each student who attended the event. Parents appreciated the in-depth preview of college life as opposed to a general campus visit. Nominating teachers reported excitement from returning students. 

Future Plans/Advice to Others
“Ag Ed Day” will be held annually. First year attendees will be invited back, but a hands-on teaching workshop similar to an Ag-in-the-Classroom format is intended. New attendees will participate in a similar format as presented above. Advice would include making sure that the day is upbeat and interactive. Involve pre-service undergraduates heavily, the teacher educators in the program should not be the focus. Keep the excitement level high and make sure the students are engaged. Students should come away an understanding of what is involved with the major. Involve the FFA Foundation and state NAAE to assist with funding event. Also, measures to track past participant perceptions is intended for coming year to gauge career intentions.

Costs/resources needed
Students and their families paid their way to the university. Resources included room reservation, lunch, parking passes, 15 passenger vans, drawstring bags, T-shirts given to students were funded by “Ag Week” Committee. Approximately $750 was expended in this first installation. Doubling expenses is expected for future iterations due to expansion of program scope. 
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