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PROFESSIONAL EDUCATORS’ UNDERSTANDING OF AGRICULTURAL AWARENESS AND LITERACY IN A MID-WESTERN STATE
Introduction/Conceptual Framework
	The agriculture industry has been very important for the United States and has “…fed, clothed, and provided building materials for millions of Americans…” (p.63) and people of other countries (Harris & Birkenholz, 1996).  America’s food and fiber systems determine the general welfare of its public (Leising, Pense, and Portillo, 2003). The American food and fiber system is “one of the greatest success stories known to man” (Pope 1990, p.57), and for the success story to continue it is essential that we have an agriculturally literate society (Law, 1990). According to the National Research Council (1988) much of the American general public is unaware of where and how the food they eat is produced, and about the significance of agriculture to the nation’s economy, human and environmental health (California Department of Education 2005). A majority of Americans lack knowledge about agriculture (Blackburn, 1999). This lack of knowledge about agriculture presents a challenge to agricultural education (California Department of Education).  In order to educate people about agriculture, it is important to determine what is the professional educators’ understanding of the terms agricultural awareness and literacy. Their perceptions of what constitutes agricultural awareness and literacy could affect the educational programs they conduct. In this context, this study is significant. 
Research focusing on agricultural awareness and literacy served as the framework for this study. According to Knobloch (1997) agricultural awareness may be  defined as “experiencing or exploring agriculture as it relates to the subject matter being studied or context of life being lived; the ability to identify the connections of agriculture to areas of study or life” (p.12). Park (2008) stated that knowing the factual information about agriculture is awareness. Wright, Stewart, & Birkenholz (1994, p.55) stated that “The knowledge and perception of agriculture …” is referred to as agricultural literacy. According to Deeds (1991) agricultural literacy means having knowledge and competency in agriculture. The National Research Council (1988) stated that an agriculturally literate person will have “…practical knowledge needed to care for their outdoor environments, which includes lawns, gardens, recreational areas, and parks” (p.9). Frick, Kahler, and Miller (1991) defined agricultural literacy as “… possessing knowledge and understanding of our food and fiber system. An individual possessing such knowledge would be able to synthesize, analyze, and communicate basic information about agriculture” (p.52). According to Park agricultural literacy is something more and deeper than awareness. 
Purpose and Objectives
	The purpose of this study was to determine the professional educators’ understanding of the terms agricultural awareness and agricultural literacy in a Mid-Western state. The specific objectives of the study were to: (1) develop common themes from the understandings of the educators regarding agricultural awareness and literacy, (2) identify the practices the educators were using to promote agricultural awareness and literacy, and (3) develop definitions for agricultural awareness and literacy based on the data generated.
Methods
A mixed methods design was followed. The population consisted of agricultural teachers, adult educators, and leaders in the agriculture industry in this Mid-Western State. It was decided that a sample size of 10-20 (5-10 agriculture teachers and 5-10 commodity board and extension professionals) would be appropriate for the study based on the scope and duration of the project. This research was conducted as a summer internship project. Twenty randomly selected participants were contacted via emails and telephone, and 13 agreed to participate in this study. The participants were personally interviewed and each interview lasted approximately 25-30 minutes. The interview schedule consisted of 14 questions: 11 open-ended and three close-ended. The questions were developed by a team of experts that included faculty, staff, and graduate assistants familiar with the subject. 
Results
	Field notes were duly developed after every interview. Codes were developed from the field notes, and later themes evolved. Member checks were done to account for any biases. The common theme that emerged was that the terms ‘agricultural awareness’ and ‘agricultural literacy’ are different but the definitions of the terms differed among the respondents. The common understanding was that agricultural awareness is a shallow understanding of the concepts, whereas agricultural literacy was a deeper understanding of the concepts. Some of the activities listed by the respondents under the agricultural awareness and literacy categories were: Food for America program, petting zoo, Farm Safety Day, Grow Cabbage program, Mid-Western State Fair, Pork Information Gateway program, websites, and use of mass media, State 4-H conference, FFA activities, and SAE activities. Some activities were listed under both categories. The respondents said their educational strategies would differ based on the need. Based on the data collected from this study, we define agricultural awareness as the basic interest and attraction to a topic in agriculture, whereas agricultural literacy is a higher form of education that engages the learner in comprehending principles and concepts related to topics of agriculture.
Conclusions, Recommendations and Implications
First, there was not a consensus of views as to the definition of the terms agricultural awareness and literacy. Secondly, all the educators except one felt that agricultural awareness and literacy are two different concepts. Third, different activities can be used to impart agricultural awareness and literacy to people at various levels of learning. But, in some cases the educators were using the same activities for both the agricultural awareness and literacy programs. Based on the findings and conclusions, it is recommended that the definitions developed for agricultural awareness and literacy be used to arrive at consensus definitions for the terms, and made available to the agricultural educators in this state. It is also recommended that these definitions be included in the course curricula at the elementary and middle school levels. The course curricula in elementary and secondary schools should be developed based on these definitions in such ways that the concepts impart interest in agriculture at the elementary level and knowledge and expertise at secondary school and post-secondary levels, respectively. Also, teaching strategies could be designed effectively if there is a consensus understanding of the terms. Also, it is recommended that this study be replicated in other states with larger sample sizes, and findings from those studies be used to strengthen the definitions developed from this study. The findings from this study could have implications to non-formal settings like Extension, also.

References
Blackburn, D. A. (1999). Ag science fairs: The next wave in agricultural literacy. Journal of Extension, 37(4).
California Department of Education (2005). Agricultural literacy and awareness. Retrieved from http://www.calaged.org/cde/aged_lit.htm
Deeds, J. P. (1991, February). Agricultural literacy-The undefinable goal of agricultural education. Agricultural Education Magazine, 63(8), 4.
Frick, M. J., Kahler, A. A., & Miller, W. W. (1991). A definition and the concepts of agricultural literacy. Journal of Agricultural Education, Summer 1991, 49-57.
Harris, C. R. & Birkenholz, R. J. (1996). Agricultural literacy of Missouri secondary school educators. Journal of Agricultural Education, 37(2), 63-71.
Knobloch, N. A. (1997). Perceptions regarding integration of agricultural awareness activities by elementary teachers in east central Iowa. Unpublished master’s thesis, Iowa State University, Ames.
Law, D. A. (1990, March). Implementing agricultural literacy programs. The Agricultural Education Magazine, 62(9), pp. 5-6, 22.
Leising, J. G., Pense, S. L., & Portillo, M. T. (2003). The impact of selected agriculture in the classroom teachers on student agricultural literacy. CSREES USDA Report, Award Number 2001-38858-10631, 2002-38858-01517, June 15, 2001, through September 14, 2003. Department of Agricultural Education, Communications, and 4-H Development. Oklahoma State University, 448 Agricultural Hall, Stillwater, OK 74078.   
National Research Council (1988). Understanding agriculture: New directions for education. Washington DC.: National Academy Press. 
Park, T. (2008). Literacy in agricultural education. National Agricultural Education Inservice. Cornell University. January 31-February 2, 2008. Retrieved August 28, 2009, from http://www.agedhq.org/inserviceweb/documents/roundtablepresentations/literacyinagriculturaleducation.pdf
Pope, J. (1990, March). Agricultural literacy: A basic American need. The Agricultural Education Magazine, 62(9), pp. 8, 23. 
Wright, D., Stewart, B. R., & Birkenholz, R. J. (1994). Agricultural awareness of eleventh grade students in rural schools. Journal of Agricultural Education, 35(4), 55-60. 
