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Creation of an Online Social Media Guide for Agricultural Education Programs

Introduction/Need for Innovation

In order for agricultural education teachers to adapt to an ever-changing educational environment, they must possess the skills necessary to integrate technology into their classrooms (Williams, Warner, Flowers, & Croom, 2014).  This integration is crucial as most of their students are tech-savvy, community-minded individuals who prefer to communicate via text messaging, blogging, Facebook, and other more social types of media (Bowen, Stephans, Childers, Avery, & Stripling, 2013). Students’ use of mobile phones is high and not likely to change (Richardson & Lenarcic, 2007). Strong, Irby, and Dooley (2013) found that most students coming into higher education already have a wealth of knowledge and experience as well as positive outlooks toward mobile technology.

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).  In an effort to provide secondary agricultural education programs with resources to use social media tools effectively, San Luis Obispo FFA members created a series of social media guides hosted on a publicly-available website.  As more agricultural education programs recognize the need to adopt social media tools, these resources provide a way to empower students to take ownership of the content and demonstrate their tech-savviness.

How it Works/Methods/Steps

Creation of the social media guide began with the collaboration between the 15 members of the publicity and technology program of activities (POA) committees at San Luis Obispo FFA Chapter in September 2015.  After conducting several focus group meetings, students identified eight popular social media platforms or tools for high school students and those in the agriculture industry.  These platforms are Facebook, YouTube, Snapchat, GroupMe, Remind, Instagram, Twitter, and Periscope. Members of the committee who were knowledgeable about particular platforms wrote individual guides that included the following information: a brief description of the platform, how to create an account, pros and cons, determining the target audience, examples of use in FFA, tips on how students can play an active role in the management, and dos and don’ts.  Each platform guide included the icon or logo and screenshots of sample posts. 

Members used a shared Google drive account to store and edit content during the development of this innovation.  The committee members created four additional instrumental educational tools to help agriculture teachers and students learn how to prepare and manage their social media accounts. These items were a social media scheduling guide, a social media contract, an informational postcard to distribute to key audience segments, and a guide to using common video editing software to make creative content. The FFA chapter then partnered with a web designer to create a website to make these resources accessible to a broader audience. 





Results to Date/Implications

San Luis Obispo chapter members on the two POA committees created eight social media user guides under the supervision of their agriculture teacher. The social media guide website, which contains the student-developed materials, was highlighted during a workshop at the 2015 NAAE Convention in New Orleans, LA.  In this workshop, the high school agriculture teacher and two colleagues who assisted in the development of the innovation shared the website’s resources with more than 20 attendees. The workshop was well received with a mean approval rating of 4.62 (SD = 0.59) on a 5-point Likert-type scale. Open-ended comments included: “I like that there is a how-to guide already created and ready for us to use”, “great examples and resources for programs to put into practice right away,” and ‘great resource to increase our chapter’s social media skills.”

Students on the San Luis Obispo FFA’s publicity committee have also led two workshops in California at a regional agriculture teachers’ association professional development in-service in December 2015. More than 30 teachers and two administrators were in attendance for the sessions. Teachers were given hands-on personalized instruction and guidance to create accounts for several of the tools. Workshop reviews yielded high scores indicating that the content was extremely helpful.  Collegiate FFA members will present a modified version of this workshop to students at the 2016 California FFA Leadership Conference in April 2016. 

Future Plans/Advice to Others

The social media guide website will continue to be supported and edited to include new social media platforms when they are introduced and adopted.  As other FFA chapters and advisors access the website materials, there will be opportunities to enhance and refine the social media resources to improve their use.  Additionally, providing teachers with more information and examples on how to use these social media guides as an educational resource will help engage students in creating course content.  For example, students at San Luis Obispo FFA chapter are now using Instagram to highlight key learning objectives with an audience beyond the classroom walls.  Others should seek ways to engage students in the content creation process and demonstrate their expertise with online communication media.  Doing so helps FFA chapters use social media to promote their programs and share their stories with interested audience members.

Costs/Resources Needed

The cost of creating the social media guide was minimal because the chapter already has a website and a student web manager. The external web designer donated her time to design the social media guide website and this content was then added to the chapter’s existing website.  FFA members did the majority of the work with minimal oversight by the agriculture teacher to assist with editing and revising.  The most important resource was having students who were interested in completing this initiative.  These students were on the publicity and technology committees of the chapter’s POA.  A similar committee could be created for each FFA chapter to initiate and sustain the use of social media platforms to promote the complete agricultural education program (Classroom, FFA, and SAE).
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