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Using a Team-Based Approach to Encourage Agricultural Literacy

Introduction/Need for innovation or idea
Agricultural literacy has been defined as “possessing knowledge and understanding of our food and fiber system” (Frick, 1991, p. 52). The concept of agricultural literacy is often connected with educational efforts aimed at K-6 or K-12 students, but there remains a need to encourage improved agricultural literacy among students in higher education. This assertion is recognized in the Research Agenda for Agricultural Education & Communication’s research priority area of “developing agricultural workforces for a knowledge-based society” (Osborne, n.d., p.11). One of the most common sources of information is the news media, but consumption among college-aged individuals is low. The Pew Research Center for the People and the Press (2008) found that 22% of those considered “disengaged” due to minimal interest in news or news consumption are young adults ages 18-24. Cannon and Lamm (2010) found that college students spend very little time each day with news media, which has serious implications with their overall awareness of current issues. “In order to grow future leaders in agricultural and natural resources, it is imperative that colleges of agriculture make efforts to increase the news consumption habits of their students” (Cannon & Lamm, p. 464).

In preparing college students for future careers, it is important to include teamwork activities because U.S. companies are expanding their emphasis on teamwork (Levi, 2007). Cohen and Bailey (1997) said “85% of companies with 100 or more employees use some type of work teams” (p. 14). At a southwest university, one class (Team Leadership Development) focuses on helping students learn the skills to work efficiently and effectively on a team. This course explores strategies and techniques for successful teamwork with emphasis on self-assessment, team-building skills, and experiential activities. In order to meet the learning objectives of the course and improve students’ agricultural literacy, the instructor designed a team-based assignment that follows the National FFA Organization (2006) Agricultural Issues Forum Career Development Event.

How it Works/Steps
The assignment addressed several expected learning outcomes including: 1) Apply team-building skills, knowledge, and intervention through experiential activities; 2) Formulate a plan for handling conflict; 3) Recognize and demonstrate the role of the facilitator and team leader; and 4) Select methods of evaluating and rewarding team performance. Eight teams of five students worked to successfully research, prepare, and present an agricultural issue. The following steps outline the assignment process:
1. Formation of Teams – The instructor assigned students to teams based on their participation and academic success. Teams were then asked to select one member to serve as the leader for the assignment. Teams were given an overview of the assignment and rubrics before they started.
2. Select Topic – Teams were allowed to select their own agricultural issue that was both current and significant enough to have supporting literature. The teams then submitted their top five issues to the instructor for approval. This guaranteed the issues met the guidelines and prevented duplication among teams. 
3. Research – Teams were given six weeks to meet and research their topic. The research was done outside of the normal class period. Student questions were handled before and after the class period in order to share that information with the rest of the class. Reminders of the due dates were provided.
4. Portfolio – Teams submitted a six-page portfolio that included a summary of their topic, list of references, and five questions with answers about their topic. The questions and answers helped prepare the teams for the final presentation.  
5. Presentation – Teams presented their issue to the class in a pro/con format. Each presentation lasted about eight minutes and all team members had to participate. Other students in the class then had five minutes to ask the team members questions about their topic.

Results to Date/Implications
Overall, the students did well both researching and presenting their agricultural issues as well as working well on a team. Students completed a self-evaluation and although most team members received positive evaluations, it was evident some team members did not contribute fully to the project. Students shared the following comments about the assignments:
· “It was challenging, a little confusing at times, but I eventually worked through it.” 
· “The assignment was quite easy. Once we, as a group, figured out what we were going to do, we were able to find plentiful information.” 
·  “We didn't have a big problem with communication, but sometimes we didn't receive e-mails or someone would show up a little late, but for the most part we worked together fine.” 
· “I really enjoyed being able to collaborate with my group to create a unique and interesting project that was really fun to present.” 

Some students had difficulty determining what was a current agricultural issue was while others commented during the presentations that they were unknowledgeable about a certain topic. Overall, students learned a great deal from the assignment and listening to other groups present:
·  “I really learned a lot from our topic of the Humane Society vs. Agriculture. The more I researched, the more I felt this desire to share my knowledge with everyone and let agriculture's side of the story be heard! I also really enjoyed listening to everyone else's presentations and I think the whole class benefited from it a lot by being able to ask so many questions.” 
· “I thought it was a really fun assignment and very useful as well. I know that I learned a lot about a topic that I hadn't really even heard of before and it really opened my eyes to some of the important issues that are facing the agriculture industry right now.”

Future Plans/Advice to Others
This project will be repeated again with more emphasis on the presentation component of the assignment in order to increase the length of the presentations and the amount of content the students convey during the presentation. Also, the written component of the assignment will be expanded to include additional items such as a fact sheet, news release, or backgrounder. This will encourage students to more fully research the topics. When using this type of assignment, it is recommended to give students several weeks to work together in teams. 

Costs/Resources Needed
	Resources include access to agricultural topics and information, which can be obtained from Internet or library sources. Students incurred minor expenses to submit the assignment in a binder.
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