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Promoting College and Career Opportunities in Agriscience: Poster Type Idea

The Tennessee State University College and Research Showcase
Introduction/need for innovation or idea

How can agricultural educators recruit, retain, and graduate students that will pursue college and career opportunities in agriculture? There continues to be a shortage of qualified graduates for agriculture and natural resources job openings in the United States (Goecker, Smith, P. G., Smith, & Goetz, 2010). Furthermore, agricultural careers are often viewed as only being related to production agriculture with difficult work for low pay; students are generally unaware of how agriculture affects their lives and the wide range of careers available in agriculture (Dobbins, King, Fravel, Keels, & Covington, 2002; Luckey, Murphrey, Cummins, & Edwards, 2013; Smith & Parks, 2009; Sutphin & Newsom-Stewart, 1995). The future of the agriculture industry depends on how the profession answers the aforementioned question.  

In Priority 3 of the National Research Agenda, Doerfert, D. L. (Ed.) (2011) states:

In order to further improve agricultural productivity efficiency and effectiveness in meeting our global food, fiber, and energy needs, a sufficient supply of well-prepared agricultural scientists and professionals is needed to drive sustainable growth, scientific discovery, and innovation in public, private, and academic settings. (p. 9)

Providing experiences for high school students to learn more about the vast college and career opportunities in agriculture could be a practical and effective way to eliminate the shortage of qualified workers. Hosting high school students on a college campus will expose them to various scientific and innovative activities that are important in agriculture. In addition, having faculty visit the high schools promotes an ongoing dialogue focused on agriculture and helps to foster strong relationships that can influence students to pursue a degree in agriculture.  

How it works/methodology/program phases/steps

Pre-event: In the Fall, seven high schools with agriscience programs within 45 minutes of Tennessee State University (TSU) were invited to bring up to 25 students to campus to participate in our “College and Research Showcase”. Teachers selected students that were interested in agriscience careers and research. The teachers had students identify a category of agriscience research that they were most interested in learning more about.

Event Day: College of Agriculture, Human and Natural Sciences (CAHNS) Ambassadors and faculty greeted students and teachers upon arrival at 9:30 am; each student completed a contact card to help the CAHNS with their efforts to communicate with potential students. Prior to lunch students participated in presentations that highlighted opportunities at TSU and in the CAHNS. College students and faculty gave tours of the agriculture facilities with demonstrations of various agriscience research. During lunch CAHNS Ambassadors visited with the high school students to share stories of college life and tips for preparing for college. After lunch high school students participated in break out sessions designed to promote FFA Agriscience Fair projects. The National FFA Agriscience Fair Handbook outlines six category areas for students to conduct research. High school students attended one of the six category area sessions, which were led by faculty with expertise in that area of agriscience. The event concluded at 1:15 pm.

Post Event: CAHNS Ambassadors and faculty followed up via email with students and teachers to provide additional information and resources for college and agriscience research. Faculty visited high school campuses to further discuss college opportunities and agriscience fair projects. Faculty and college students have also served as judges for the FFA Agriscience fair contests held at schools.

Results to date/implications

About 175 agriscience students and teachers attended the College and Research Showcase. Numerous students and teachers provided unsolicited comments in person and/or through email sharing positive comments about what they learned in the various sessions. In addition, over 100 students from the seven schools are currently conducting research for the FFA Agriscience Fairs at their respective schools. Teachers reported that over 75% of these students are participating in the Agriscience Fair for the first time. 

Future plans/advice to others

Hosting high school students for the College and Research Showcase seemed to be a worthwhile event; based on the feedback of teachers and students it appears that participants are more likely to pursue a degree/career in agriculture. In order to quantify the impact of the event, future plans include conducting a study to examine the perceptions of students towards agriculture degrees/careers and their intent to pursue agriculture degrees/careers both before and after the event.

 In addition, the event could be improved by having agriculture industry professionals at the event to speak with students and set up booths/displays that promote agriculture careers. Having industry representatives at the event would allow the participants to see how an agriculture degree could be used. Students could ask questions that may influence their decision to pursue a career, such as: “What does a typical day/week look like for this position?”, “What specific skills are you looking for in an employee?”, or “What pay range and benefits are associated with this position?”.    

Costs/resources needed

The costs and resources needed to host the event are minimal. The only cost incurred by the college that is not normally incurred with regular activities was the cost for lunch. Our college bought 200 boxed lunches for the high school students, their teachers, and for the college students and faculty that led sessions. Each lunch cost $6.00 so the total cost for the event was $1,200.00. In-house printing was utilized for the agenda and additional handouts for the break out sessions. A variety of University and College brochures were given out to highlight opportunities for prospective college students. Six faculty members took the lead to develop and facilitate break out sessions aligned with the National FFA Agriscience Fair categories. Nine CAHNS Ambassadors volunteered their time to guide tours and to share their college stories and experiences during lunch.
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