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Introduction/need for innovation
A growing need to inform individuals about agricultural practices and issues has prompted an increased focus on developing agricultural communications and extension skills (Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, 2007). The agriculture and food sector’s connection to new knowledge is deeply rooted in what has traditionally been known as extension, and more lately, in an emerging discipline called knowledge translation and transfer. This is the process of converting scientific and technological advances into marketable goods or services (Agri-Food Tech Transfer eNetwork, 2010). The National Research Agenda in Agricultural Education and Communications (Osborne, n.d.) emphasized the need for agricultural communicators to effectively disseminate information that leads to informed decision making. Knowledge translation and transfer emphasizes the synthesis, exchange, and application of knowledge with the dissemination of research results as the final activity (Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs, 2009). 
Now, it is possible to be involved in knowledge translation and transfer as an undergraduate. At the University of Guelph, Canada’s leading agricultural university with approximately $120 million in annual agricultural research funding, students have been engaged in knowledge translation and transfer of that research for 20 years. The focus of their efforts is a student research-writing, experiential-learning program called Students Promoting Awareness of Research Knowledge (SPARK). The program was catalyzed by the university’s desire to increase its external communications about agri-food research. The university hired a professional journalist to initiate the agri-food research communications process; the journalist then started SPARK at the request of students at the campus newspaper who yearned for a science-writing experience.  
How it works

SPARK is a non-academic program in which participants are paid to write stories about University of Guelph research. SPARK aims to make participants more employable by helping them acquire superior skills in journalistic writing, editing, photography, social communication, and videography (University of Guelph, 2010). Students work in a 600-square-foot newsroom-like setting centrally located on campus, in the university’s Office of Research. The newsroom set up mimics a realistic newsroom, with the SPARK coordinator serving as editor at the center of the room (or “rim”), flanked by nine reporting stations. Program funding to support students’ time is generated through service projects, such as writing stories mainly about University of Guelph research for commodity publications. Other projects include shooting research videos and recording radio briefs for commercial and non-profit websites, television program and radio stations, and producing externally oriented publications for various university departments. 
Students in all disciplines with an aptitude for communication are invited to participate in SPARK. Recruitment occurs by word of mouth from current and former SPARK participants, referrals from staff, students and faculty, and by invitation to students enrolled in two undergraduate agricultural communications classes. Prospective participants are interviewed and required to complete a writing exercise, which consists of rewriting a poorly written news release from an external source.
Successful applicants receive a contract for an agreed upon number of hours per week, ranging from five- to 20 hours, depending on their availability and SPARK’s requirements.  Participants receive a 10-page handbook with advice on matters such as researching a story, interviewing, organizing a story, journalistic style and editing.  The SPARK coordinator and the research communications unit director (and other specialists where needed) offer periodic workshops for writing and journalistic skills, such as choosing an angle, writing objectively, transition, interviewing techniques and video editing. When participants are acclimated to the writing process, they are given approximately 10 hours (from assignment to final draft approval from the researcher) to complete a 500-word story. 
Results to date/implications

Approximately 200 students have participated in SPARK since its inception. In the past 20 years, SPARK writers have generated miles of print news stories and weeks’ worth of audio and video news stories. In 2009 alone, SPARK writers wrote 97 stories and produced 24 videos.  Stories are published widely, particularly off campus, in trade publications, newspapers and magazines. They also appear in university corporate or institutional publications with an external focus, particularly the University of Guelph Research magazine. Many former SPARK writers now work in agri-food communications capacities as writers, editors and administrators.
In December 2009, two two-hour focus groups were held on the University of Guelph campus with former SPARK participants and stakeholders (media, administrators, employers etc.) to gather data for a model for SPARK. This model has now been created as the focus of a doctoral dissertation. It graphically underlines the intrinsic need for five elements in a knowledge translation and transfer environment involving students: support from faculty, support from administration, support from the agri-food sector, a ready supply of students, and mentors to guide them. 
Future plans/advice to others

Students’ participation in knowledge translation and transfer can enhance information dissemination to stakeholders and improve knowledge uptake. SPARK provides students with new learning opportunities and enhances their employment potential. It can also help consumers better understand agri-food processes and research, through clear communication in broadly understood terms. The value of experiential learning in agricultural education has long been recognized as an important part of the educational process. This model offers a template for others who are interested in a SPARK program, which may help alleviate pressure on extension offices that are unable to replace retired employees or hire new full-time workers.  

Costs/resources needed


Students are paid a wage comparable to other part-time workers in Ontario ($11-$14 per hour). They require a place to work, preferably in the Office of Research so they are close to research administrators. They should be equipped with hardware and software used by modern communicators: a high definition video camera ($750), a quality digital 35 mm camera ($500) and an Apple Macintosh computer and software for video editing ($2,500).    
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