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Implementing a Collegiate FFA Degree System: 
Increasing student engagement and ownership in a Collegiate FFA chapter

Introduction/Need for the Innovation
Post-secondary education provides students with multiple opportunities for success through extracurricular activities and in the classroom.  However, students often have difficulty choosing which activities they will devote their time to in order to balance school, work and extracurricular activities.  Collegiate FFA (CFFA) members face the same problems of balancing multiple commitments.  There is little extrinsic benefit offered for the participation in CFFA that parallels the high school experience (participation in Career Development Events, State Leadership Conferences, etc).  The lack of opportunity for recognition can lead to a loss of motivation and enthusiasm towards participating in CFFA activities. The purpose of CFFA is:
…developing career and leadership skills for future professions, building civic minded leaders, serving our communities, assisting active FFA members in local, state and national levels, to prepare better FFA Advisors, promote scholarship, social experiences, and to serve as a bridge between active FFA membership and the world of a career in the agricultural industry. (National FFA Organization, 2005, p. 2)
Increasing student interest and participation is vital if the organization is to remain functional.  Therefore, students must be motivated to become part of a “community” in the same way they were members of their high school FFA chapters. Some form of recognition is essential to building a high level of ownership in the organization; “People engage in activities to maintain their identities and their interpersonal relations within the community” (Woolfolk Hoy & Hoy, 2009, p. 150).  Because many of the CFFA members are agricultural education majors, some form of recognition could also assist in the retention and involvement of students in the Department of Agricultural and Extension Education.
To improve the level of participation in the University of Idaho CFFA Chapter, the membership and advisors developed a “Degree System” similar to the system used by the National FFA Organization to encourage and reward participation from members.  The National FFA Organization’s degree system helps FFA members develop their life skills through a progression of experiences while they are FFA members.  The University of Idaho CFFA “Degree System” also seeks to reward student involvement in the organization and develop skills essential for future agriculture teachers.

How it Works
This “Degree System” has three levels of recognition, inspired by the National FFA Organization’s Opening Ceremonies, “. . . without labor, neither knowledge nor wisdom can accomplish much” (2009, p. 26).  Each degree requires increased involvement from members in the following areas:  community service, fundraising, professional development, membership, social/activities involvement, and recruitment.  Students complete a written application for each degree detailing their level of involvement.  The applications are reviewed by the advisors and officers to ensure that students meet the minimum criteria. Awards are presented to recipients at the annual banquet.  A photo is taken of the degree recipients and displayed by the department on the “Degree Wall”.

· Labor Degree – available to members in their first semester on campus.  Students must be dues paying members that attended at least three regularly scheduled meetings.  This degree also requires that the applicant participate in at least one activity in each area.  Recipients receive a pair of Collegiate FFA work gloves. 
· Knowledge Degree – available to members in their second year, or those that have received their Labor Degree.  Students must be a dues paying member with at least a 2.75 GPA.  This degree also requires that the applicant help plan and execute activities rather than simply requiring participation.  Recipients receive a FFA business card holder.  

· Wisdom Degree – available to upperclassmen who currently hold the Knowledge Degree.  Students must have been continuous dues paying member since joining with a 3.00 GPA.  This degree also requires guidance of committee work, service as a chapter officer or committee chairman, and other participation in the form of planning and implementing activities.  Recipients receive an Owl themed, personalized plaque.
Results to Date/Implications
The “Degree System” is a useful tool in motivating the 26 current CFFA members to be active in the organization.  The “Degree System” gives members a tangible measure of their success and offers them recognition.  Although the “Degree System” is only three years old, and is still improving, 14 members have received the Labor Degree, two have received the Knowledge Degree, and one has received the Wisdom Degree.  CFFA has earned the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences’ “Club of the Year” twice since the “Degree System” inception.
Future Plans/Advice to Others
For advisors and members wishing to implement their own CFFA “Degree System”, we recommend selecting a committee to develop the system; awards, minimum requirements, etc.  Once the system is developed by the committee, it should be brought before the membership to be edited and approved.  It would be helpful for a beginning CFFA chapter to obtain sponsorship for the awards for the first few years.  The key to the “Degree System” is the recognition of members. Students’ accomplishments should be publicized by the chapter and the agricultural education department.  The CFFA plans to continue with the “Degree System” as it is a valuable tool in the recruitment, retention and motivation of the CFFA members.
Costs/Resources Needed
The main cost of implementing this “Degree System” is for awards.  The awards for the Labor and Knowledge Degrees are purchased from the National FFA Gold Catalog.  The plaques for the Wisdom Degree are made by the Industrial Technical Education program at the University of Idaho with their laser engraver.  The onetime cost for the “Degree Wall” plaques was $85.  The annual costs include: $7.50 per pair of FFA work gloves (Labor Degree); $10 per FFA business card holder (Knowledge Degree); and $20 per engraved owl plaque (Wisdom Degree).  The indirect costs for the “Degree System” are minimal, mostly involving advisor and student time.
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