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Center for Agri-Science Communications at Texas Tech University

Introduction/Need for idea or research
In an era where consumers are getting farther away from the production of food and fiber, it is important for agricultural scientists to develop strong communication skills to effectively communicate research findings. Besley and Nisbet (2012) stated the public’s misunderstanding of sciences reflects a failure of communication. This has yielded a decline in public trust of science (Bauer, Allum and Miller, 2007). However, consumers want to know how their food is produced and will go to a variety of sources – many with very little agricultural knowledge – for information (American Farm Bureau Federation [AFBF], 2002). Consumers have become media and information dependent and form their opinions about agriculture based on increased attention on sensational aspects of the industry (Anderson, 2010). Eyck (2000) suggested that scientists should seek out the media to become known and consistent sources of information. In an effort to minimize misinformation shared with the public and maximize the effectiveness of agricultural science communications, the departments of Plant and Soil Sciences and Agricultural Education and Communications at Texas Tech University partnered with a multinational agricultural company to launch the Center for Agri-Science Communications (CASC). The objectives of the program are to train plant and soil scientists to engage through social and digital media channels, develop scientists’ personal communication skills, and provide new techniques and tools for communicating science to the general public.

How It Works
CASC is a one-year program that consists of a series of monthly workshops geared toward improving communication skills. Students are provided with a course syllabus and schedule and meet monthly in an on-campus conference room. Each month, the content of the class focused on one specific communications topic: distilling the message, social media, reaching out to the media, spokesperson training, interpersonal communication, public speaking, agricultural advocacy, online portfolios, academic communication, etiquette training, and academic job readiness. Throughout the program, students had to create social media profiles and share their research online, participate in Facebook group discussions, develop three communications goals, update their curriculum vita, and attend a teaching enrichment workshop offered by the university’s teaching development center.
The program course is organized by one agricultural communications faculty member with the assistance of two graduate students. Guest speakers provided the content. The Department of Plant and Soil Sciences recruits the participants.  All participants that had 80% attendance to the workshops received a $200 stipend and a plaque at the conclusion of the program. Students in the first cohort are welcome to observe the second cohort as some of the speakers and materials will vary. 
An advisory committee consisting of the Plant and Soil Sciences department chair, three agricultural communications faculty members, and an executive employee from the sponsoring organization meets quarterly to assess the status of the program, evaluate successes and downfalls, and brainstorm for future curriculum and course design. 

Results to Date/Implications
Overall, students from Cohort I reported positive feedback. There were 15 total students who participated. Of those responding to the program evaluation, 100% said CASC was beneficial to the student’s professional development. Feedback from the students included phrases such as “At a national conference, I was able to approach other scientists without fear. I applied what I’ve learned this semester not only to my communication at conferences, but in my dissertation defense. I can now imagine the audience, work on my delivery and findings in a simple way, and make connections with my audience.” 

Another testimonial stated, “The positive learning environment of this class helped me a lot. It changed the way I communicate my message. The kickoff workshop was amazing, and this program has helped me develop a great professional relationship with other students and faculty.” 

Future Plans/Advice to Others
The Center for Agri-Science Communications (CASC) has funding for a total of three years.  Cohort I has completed the first year of the program, and recruiting has begun for Cohort II. Students from Cohort I are welcome to observe the next year’s workshops, but will not be awarded the stipend at the end of the program. Students in Cohort II will begin meeting in Fall 2018. The project coordinators are investigating a more formal continuation plan and would like to expand the program to other doctoral students and faculty members. As previously stated, many scientists do not particularly enjoy communications, and the expanded program will aid in easing the apprehension that scientists have about public engagement. 

At the conclusion of the three-year project, the directors plan to have trained approximately 60 doctoral degree recipients. If the project goals are achieved, the committee ventures to obtain additional funding for the project to make the project available to scientists campus-wide. Additionally, there are plans to develop and teach a course open to all agricultural doctoral students at the university. 

Costs/Resources Needed
The program has been funded through a three-year grant by a multinational agricultural corporation. The estimated budget was $200,000 to cover costs such as graduate student assistantships and fees, faculty, computer equipment, promotional items (plaques, office supplies, printing), doctoral student stipends, speaker fees and travel, and graphic design fees. 
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