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Extreme Agricultural Education: Identifying Innovative Agricultural Education Programs That Address New Markets

Introduction

According to the 10x15 Long Range Goal for Agricultural Education, by 2015 there will be 10,000 quality agricultural education programs serving students through an integrated model of classroom/laboratory instruction, experiential learning, and leadership and personal skill development. One approach to achieving this goal is to identify and replicate sustainable innovative program designs. An innovative program is defined as a program that is new and creative, especially in the way that something is done. Rogers’ (2003) defined innovation as an idea, practice, or object that is perceived as new by an individual or other unit of adoption. According to Reinventing Agricultural Education for the Year 2020, “agricultural education envisions a world where all people value and understand the vital role of agriculture, food, fiber, and natural resources industries in advancing personal and global well-being” (NRC, 1999, p. 2). Is it possible that many innovative programs are overlooked because they are not perceived as new? Many programs are defined by quality indicators such as success in career development events or national chapter awards, but little attention has been given to identifying or measuring the “innovativeness” of programs that are serving a totally different audience than traditional agricultural education programs serve. The purpose of this study was to identify characteristics of programs that are “extreme” in their approach to classroom instruction, supervised agricultural experience, and FFA activities and to identify projected characteristics and purposes of extreme/innovative agricultural education programs in the year 2020.

Framework

Rogers’ Innovation-Decision process, which consists of five stages served as the framework for this study. According to Rogers (2003), “the innovation-decision process is the process through which an individual (or other decision-making unit) passes from gaining initial knowledge of an innovation, to forming an attitude toward the innovation, to making a decision to adopt or reject, to implementation of the new idea, and to confirmation of this decision” (p. 168).

Methodology

This study was done as a part of a larger study. A Delphi research design was employed. According to Linstone and Turoff (1975), the Delphi technique is designed to “…structure a group communication process in order to obtain a useful result…” (p. 5). The researchers contacted various stakeholders in agricultural education to identify innovative programs. Fifteen innovative programs were selected from across the nation. The programs met the following operational criteria to be classified as an innovative/extreme program: 1) Innovative uses of technology were employed in the classroom; 2) Agricultural concepts were taught in creative contexts; 3) Agricultural education was delivered to new audiences (e.g., home school, distance education); 4) Unique settings for delivery of agricultural education were utilized; and 5) The agricultural education programs were offering highly specialized training programs (e.g., Certified Vet-Tech, Certified Welders, Meat Processing Facility).

The participants were asked four open-ended questions: 1) What would an innovative agricultural education program look like in the year 2020? 2) What would be the purpose/mission/objectives/goals/vision of an innovative agricultural education program in the future? 3) What should be the components/characteristics of an innovative agricultural education program in the year 2020? 4) Describe all the people you think will be involved in innovative agricultural education programs in the future. The questions were sent to the participants via e-mail. Twelve participants completed and submitted their responses. All responses were compiled and put into a Likert type scale for the participants to rate the level of agreement for each statement. The statements were sent back to the participants until consensus was reached. 

Results/Findings

Participants in this research study reported extreme/innovative agricultural education programs in the year 2020 will be highly technological and current with agricultural industry trends encompassing all aspects of the agricultural industry. The participants believe the purpose of extreme/innovative agricultural education programs will be to educate students and the community by matching industry trends and finding new ways to improve agriculture. Furthermore, extreme/innovative agricultural education programs will be focused on the students’ futures and strive to develop life-long learners who will be leaders in the agricultural industry and in the community. To accomplish the outlined purpose/mission of agricultural education programs, programs will need to educate students about all facets of the agricultural sector, rely on community and industry partnerships, stay current with technological trends, teach students through the utilization hands-on experiences and community projects, and be willing to adjust and change to meet the needs of the agricultural industry. To accomplish the mission/goals of extreme/innovative agricultural education programs many people will need to be involved. According to the participants the following people should be involved in extreme/agricultural education programs in the year 2020: core subject teachers, community members, agricultural industry representatives, school administrators, fellow agricultural educators, an advisory board, students, and parents. 

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations

This research study addressed RPA 1: Enhance program delivery models for agricultural education by identifying characteristics of extreme/innovative agricultural education programs, which can serve as model programs for the agricultural education profession. Many of the agricultural educators in this study had similar views on extreme/innovative agricultural education programs in the year 2020, but none of the statements reached 100% consensus. Some of the participant statements included characteristics and components of current agricultural education programs. The results of this study imply that agricultural education programs of the future will appear similar to the programs currently in existence. Agricultural educators need to include many different stakeholders in the planning and execution of their program and be sure to stay current with not only technological trends, but also agricultural trends. The researchers recommend the replication of this study, but the questions should focus more specifically on individual components of a complete agricultural education program: classroom and laboratory, SAE, and FFA. By focusing on the individual components, more specific data could potentially be collected to better define an extreme/innovative agricultural education programs. 
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