WHAT IS AGRICULTURE?: GRADUATE STUDENTS’ KNOWLEDGE OF AGRICULTURE 

Rachel Valenti
Graduate Assistant
Texas A & M University
131 Scoates Hall
College Station, TX 77843-2116
979-862-7650
Rvalenti@aged.tamu.edu

Megan Forman
Graduate Assistant
Texas A&M University
131 Scoates Hall
College Station, TX 77843-2116
979-862-7650
Mforman@aged.tamu.edu

Julie Harlin
Associate Professor
Texas A&M University
104B Scoates Hall
College Station, TX 77843-2116
979-862-3014
j-harlin@tamu.edu




















WHAT IS AGRICULTURE?: GRADUATE STUDENTS’ KNOWLEDGE OF AGRICULTURE

Introduction
Today, many Americans perceive agriculture is nothing more than farmers growing crops and ranchers raising animals for food (National Research Council, 1988; National Research Council, 2009).  Since the beginning of the industrial revolution, people have been moving from rural towns to urban cities. “Urbanization of the population of the United States has contributed to inaccurate perceptions and low awareness about agriculture” (Terry & Lawver, 1995, p. 64); because of this, many Americans have a disconnect with the agricultural industry.  One disadvantage of this disconnect is they fail to see the significance, both economically and socially, it has on this country and the links to human health and environmental quality (National Research Council, 1988).  A reason that they fail to see the significance of agriculture could be that Americans do not have to worry about nature of our agricultural industry.  In the United States, American people can buy agricultural products that are high in quality and low in cost (Terry, 1990).  
	 The purpose of this study was to determine the level of knowledge of graduate students. The objective of this study was to identify the knowledge level of graduate students. 

Theoretical Frameworks

	In 1988, the National Research Council developed the idea of agricultural literacy. The council stated “an agriculturally literate person’s understanding of the food and fiber system would include its history and its current economic, social, and environmental significance to all Americans” (National Research Council, 1988, pp. 8-9). As society progresses into the 21st century, the definition of agriculture “is much broader, encompassing a range of natural and social science disciplines” (National Research Council, 2009, p.1.1).  To keep up with the changing face of agriculture “college and universities will have to change to advance education and scholarship in agriculture, agribusiness, and natural resources effectively and to foster enhance public literacy about these issues” (National Research Council, 2009, p. 1.5).
	 
Methodology

	The population of this study consisted of current graduate students from a southern land grant university from the Agricultural Leadership, Education, and Communication department (N=180). A web based questionnaire was sent out via email to all graduate students in the department.  The questionnaire was developed using Survey Monkey.  The questionnaire consisted of 40 true/false, sure/not sure knowledge questions based on a previous study condcted by Flood (1993). The questionnaires were given to a panel of experts to check for face and content validity. The Cronbach’s alpha for this instrument was .69. Questionnaires were delivered using the Tailored Design Method (Dillman, 2007). A prenotice email was sent 3 days prior to the delivery of the questionnaire. The questionnaire was then emailed out to the population.  A thank you email was sent to all respondents.  After five days, a reminder email was sent out to non-respondents to respond to the questionnaire by Friday at 5pm.  Fifty –five graduate students responded to the questionnaire, yielding a 31% response rate.  The questionnaires from respondents that had not correctly filled out the 40 knowledge questions were taken out, leaving forty-two questionnaires. Early and late respondents were compared and no significant differences were found.  Research data were entered and analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Science version 16.0 (SPSS 16.0).  The researcher used frequency and percent to describe the research objective.

Results/Findings
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	There are more farms is Texas Today than there were ten years ago.
	
	2
	4.8
	
	3
	7.1
	
	12
	28.6
	
	25
	59.5
	

	A plow is an agricultural implement used to plant seeds in narrow rows.
	
	18
	42.9
	
	3
	7.1
	
	6
	14.3
	
	15
	35.7
	

	Homogenization kills bacteria in milk with heat.
	
	12
	28.6
	
	4
	9.5
	
	9
	21.4
	
	17
	40.5
	

	Salmonella is virus that can cause food borne illnesses.
	
	6
	14.3
	
	4
	9.5
	
	2
	4.8
	
	30
	71.4
	


Table 1 represents the questions where a majority of the responses were incorrect and sure.  The remainder of the questions from the questionnaire had a majority of correct/sure or correct/not sure responses.  These included: Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy, or Mad Cow Disease, is a neurological disease that affects sheep, Texas’ primary fiber crop is cotton, Angus is a breed of cattle raised for its marbling abilities, and The Texas AgriLife Extension Service is a group of volunteers that exclusively help farmers.
	Table 1 

	

	Frequency and Percent of Responses to Agriculture Knowledge Questions (n=42)



Conclusions

According to the frequency and percent scores, a majority of the graduate students questioned have a basic knowledge of agriculture. However, on all of the questions there were some respondents who answered incorrect/sure and incorrect/not sure.  According to the literature, the National Research Council recommended that all people be agricultural literate. This data indicates that we are moving in that direction. This data would suggest that college and universities have made changes to the curriculum to keep up with the changing face of agriculture.
Recommendations/Implications

Further research could be conducted to break down the questions into constructs (i.e. plant science, animal science, food safety, Texas agriculture, etc.) to determine where these individuals lack knowledge.  Questions also need to be included to identify respondents’ sources where of information about agriculture. If students in a department of agriculture leadership, education, and communication lack knowledge about agriculture, how are we fairing with the general public? Additional research is needed to determine if a disconnect exists. 
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