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Introduction 

Graduate student research in agricultural education and communication commonly focuses on areas such as farmer interest, enterprise diversity, sustainability, management of operations, and educational strategies for commodity groups and organizations. The 1990 farm bill calls for Cooperative Extension and educators to be trained in sustainability and related agricultural issues (Frances & Cater, 2001). Frances and Cater (2001) found that regional projects have been funded to enhance the capabilities of specialists and educators to deliver appropriate programs and provide accurate advice to state and local organizations and producers. Graduate students are in circumstances similar to extension agents. They are recognized as information providers, and stakeholder groups expect useful advice and relevant recommendations from graduate student research. For this reason, graduate students in agricultural education and communication need to be well-grounded in state and local agricultural issues. 

  

Traditionally, land grant universities attract out-of-state and international graduate students to their programs. This level of diversity provides enriched thinking and problem-solving for issues concerning state and local agriculture. However, there is often a contextualization disconnect that must first be overcome before the graduate student can begin providing sound advice based on their research regarding topics unique to the state. Because of this need, an annual farm tour was developed by the graduate student association within the department. The farm tours supply students with authentic experiences in areas of agriculture that are unique to the state or region. Students then have the contextualization of local agriculture that is uniquely different from their prior experiences and increases student conceptual understanding (Myers & Jones, 2004). 

  

How It Works
The farm tours are designed to provide an appreciation of the agricultural and natural resources industry within the state for graduate students. This state has a largely diversified agricultural industry due to the distinct geographical regions. Furthermore, this department has a developed a strong relationship with many industry representatives through its direct connection with the state's agricultural and natural resources leadership development program for adults. Each year, one to two graduate students have taken on the leadership role of organizing the farm tour. The students contact graduates of the agricultural leadership program within different sectors of the agriculture industry to set up on-site visits. The agricultural commodities are selected based on the discussions and needs of the current graduate students within the department. Other criteria are based on leading commodities within the state, crop seasonality, and the location in relation to the university. These on-site visits typically involve a brief discussion about the commodity or organization and a tour of the facilities or fields. The farm tours are typically held on Saturdays and involve a full day of programming.

Costs
Travel is the costly part of the farm tours. By only spending one full day, no hotel costs are incurred. The individuals within industry have been generous and donated meals. In addition, the department has paid for approximately half the cost of fuel. Attendees spend about $25–30 for the entire farm tour trip. The costs of the farm tour are considerably low given the travel involved and the knowledge gained by the graduate students.

Results to Date
The farm tours began in 2007. To date, three tours have been conducted in three different regions of the state, offering students an in-depth look into ten different agricultural commodities. In 2007, the group visited a cow-calf operation with extensive marketing plans, a large, innovative dairy operation, and a small horse farm in the north-central region. The following year, attendees toured one of the largest strawberry and blueberry marketing organizations in the country, a large tree nursery, and a cow-calf operation in the central region of the state. This year, the students traveled to the south-central region to tour the citrus, ornamental horticulture, hydroponic strawberry, and alligator sectors. An average of 10–15 graduate students attended the annual tour each year with out-of-state students making up a majority of the attendees.

The graduate students were asked for their feedback on the farm tours and provided informal qualitative responses. The dominant theme of the responses revealed benefits to students’ graduate educational experience. They were able to network with people in the industry and develop a contextualization of the breadth of agricultural commodities and production practices. Students with an agricultural background from their home state or country enjoyed comparing and contrasting their previous knowledge to the new experiences. Other statements included:
“As an agricultural educator, I enjoy finding practical examples of agricultural practices that I can relate to my future students.”
 “When you think of [this state], you see [big cities, tourist hot spots,] and beaches, but that is not all of it —not even a majority of the land use. Most of the activities we did on the farm tour, I would have never got to experience on my own living [here].”
“This was the first agriculture tour I ever took in the U.S. [It was] was an eye opener in that it gave me a perspective of the industry in action, the issues, and the processes. It helps people whose focus may not necessarily be on agriculture, but rather on other areas such as natural resources, bring the two together and make sense of the perspectives and challenges for each.”  


Advice to Others
Graduate students relocating far from home or those less familiar with agriculture found these state tours beneficial to their graduate student experience, teaching, and ultimately, their careers. Those native to the state were also able to learn about other sectors in the industry they were not familiar with and echoed similar benefits. In short, other land grant institutions should consider organizing tours of the state’s agriculture to enhance the graduate students’ learning experience and instill an appreciation and understanding of the diversity in companies, production, and commodities.
Future Plans
The blue print to carry out the farm tour at this land grant has been set forth in its graduate student organization. In 2010, the group plans to tour operations in the southern part of the state where unique crops are grown and contentious urban/rural issues arise over natural resources.  Continuing the farm tours will provide the opportunity for graduate students to incorporate these new experiences in agriculture into their education, teaching, and career plans. 
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