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Preparing Undergraduate Students for Agricultural Advocacy

Introduction
A combination of media attention and empirical studies (Agbaje, Martin, & Williams, 2001; Cotton, 2006; Fraser, 2001) highlight the controversial nature of production agriculture.  Be it plant or animal production, characteristics of these topics induce conflicting thoughts, beliefs, and values.  Fraser (2001) suggests that disagreements about the ethics involved with production agriculture often manifest in the form of emotionally charged claims that do not accurately represent the agricultural industry.  For argumentative critics of modern production techniques, a common tactic is to demonstrate a defensive position that attacks production agriculture, while the critic portrays confidence and competence (Rancer, Kosberg, & Silvestri, 1992) that is highly effective in persuasion situations (Infante & Gorden, 1985, 1987, 1989).  Agriculturists must learn to recognize and use persuasive techniques.  Acknowledging when these techniques would assist in communicating a positive response is key to purposeful advocacy (Public International Law & Policy Group [PILPG] & Baker & McKenzie International, 2007).

Advocacy involves “pleading a cause, or encouraging someone to support, speak, or write in favor of a particular behavior or action” (Johnson & Mappin, 2005, p. 2).  Much of advocacy, then, requires the employment of persuasion.  While persuasion methods commonly involve written language and spoken word, “body language, facial expression, tone, and even silence” (PILPG & Baker & McKenzie, 2007, p. 43) are also essential elements to the art of persuasion.  According to Brinol and Petty (2008), body movements offer cues to one’s attitude.  An awareness of the meaning behind body movements and facial expression can enhance the effectiveness of advocacy efforts, which is crucial for responding to activists (Hon, 2006).

According to Hon (2006), messages of activists are often planned to have shock value that will gain media attention.  As new media forms emerge, such as blogs and wikis, activists increase the possible audience that can be reached (Hon, 2006).  The Internet has become a popular avenue for distributing campaigns against certain agricultural practices, increasingly through electronic video formats.  According to Caldwell (2005), video is effective at having a “powerful emotional impact, connecting viewers to personal stories” (p. 2).  As activists increase efforts to displace modern production agriculture, a sense of urgency is created for the agricultural industry, especially the future workforce, to develop the skills needed for effective advocacy. 
  
How It Works
Preparing undergraduate students for agricultural advocacy involves many steps.  First, the Animal Attitudes Scale (AAS) (Herzog, Betchart, & Pittman, 1991) is administered to determine attitudes toward animal rights and animal welfare. The AAS, available for free online, assesses individual differences in attitudes toward the treatment of animals through a 20-item Likert-type instrument.  Student scores are assessed on the AAS to determine whether they hold attitudes consistent with animal rights or animal welfare.  Based on the results, students are then assigned to one of two groups (animal rights or animal welfare) for the purpose of viewing a short video that advocates for issues opposite the viewpoint of the student.  For example, students whose scores on the AAS indicate attitudes in line with animal rights watch a video promoting animal welfare through persuasive methods.  Similarly, students in the animal welfare group watch a video clip advocating for animal rights in the same manner.  Prior to watching the videos, students receive a lecture describing the components of advocacy in agriculture and the use of persuasive communication.  After watching the video, students complete an assignment using the skills they learned about advocacy.  Specifically, students in a written communication course develop a press release, while students in an oral communication course develop a series of talking points that could be used when delivering a live interview statement to the press. 

Results to Date / Implications
In a written communication course and an oral communication course for undergraduates in agriculture, students completed an attitude test regarding animal rights and animal welfare.  Also, students watched videos in contradiction with held beliefs for the purpose of demonstrating media advocacy from a competing viewpoint and increasing student motivation to respond.  After observing the videos, students discussed persuasive techniques used in the videos to identify the appropriateness and effectiveness of persuasion.  This discussion guided the development of press releases and interview statements in a response effort.

This idea has many implications for agricultural education.  Because undergraduate students in agriculture represent the future workforce of the industry, knowledge of responsible advocacy is important.  Advocacy is a context-specific skill that involves pleading a case using facts and persuasive speech to convince an audience of the importance of a position on a specific topic.  Those working in agriculture and natural resource industries often face a barrage of media stories that influence public opinion concerning agricultural production and practices.  Media advocacy is “the strategic use of the mass media as a resource to advance a social or public policy initiative” (Jernigan and Wright, 1996, p. 306).  As future agricultural professionals, learning media advocacy using communication skills, both written and oral, equips undergraduate students with skills to develop sound arguments in response to media representatives in the form of press releases and interviews and enables them to advocate for their respective fields.

Future Plans / Advice to Others
Faculty and graduate students are designing a research study that will involve undergraduate students in the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences.  In this study, students will receive instruction related to advocacy and the art of persuasion according to the steps identified in the methodology section.  Prior to a instruction about advocacy, students will be given a Likert-type pretest to determine attitudes toward animal rights and animal welfare.  After watching the video and completing the accompanying assignment, students will respond to open ended questions about the exercise and their personal feelings about the ability to advocate for the agricultural industry.  Ideally, this study will result in the development of an instructional model for teaching advocacy and a scale to measure knowledge and efficacy in regard to advocacy.  Others using this idea in college classrooms should consider asking students to submit controversial topics in agriculture and search YouTube for videos that compete with held attitudes.

Costs / Resources Needed
This innovative instructional method requires a computer equipped to play DVDs, a projector and a projection screen, a video advocating for animal rights, and a video advocating for animal welfare.  Additionally, an attitude test is necessary for each student.  Costs associated with this innovation exist in the form of printing expenses.  The actual cost for this project during fall 2010 semester was $2.27 for printing.
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