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Ideation Workshop: Innovative Collaboration for Agricultural Education

Introduction/Need for Innovation or Idea
A recent study by the Pew Charitable Trust revealed that green jobs in the United States have grown 9.1% compared to only a 3.7% increase for traditional jobs from 1998 through 2007.  However, despite a growing career field, there is a lack of a trained workforce proficient in STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) skills needed for green careers.  In a recent international assessment of 15‐year‐old students, the U.S. ranked 28th in math and 24th in science literacy. The U.S. also ranked 20th among all nations in the proportion of 24‐year‐olds who earn degrees in natural science or engineering (Kuenzi, 2008). Additionally, a lack of awareness of available green jobs may inhibit students from pursuing them.  A recent survey conducted by the Ohio Soybean Council (2009) revealed that only 43% of more than 600 Ohio citizens surveyed were familiar with bio‐based products ‐ products composed in whole or in significant part of renewable domestic agricultural or forestry material.

Last year, the Ohio BioProducts Innovation Center (OBIC), in partnership with the Department of Human and Community Resource Development at The Ohio State University, the Ohio Soybean Council and Education Projects and Partnerships (EP&P), submitted and received a challenge grant from the United States Department of Agriculture’s National Institute of Food and Agriculture.  The objective of the program is to utilize agricultural education as the mode of creating at least 20 new, hands-on, bioproduct-related lessons, which are linked to academic standards and address STEM goals and workforce development skills, to increase the readiness and interest of students in green careers.  This objective will be accomplished through three phases: an ideation workshop, pilot testing of the new lessons by pre-service agricultural education students, and evaluation and release of the lessons to the public. 
How it Works/Methodology/Program Phases/Steps


The success of phases two and three of the program hinge on the outcome of the first phase – the ideation workshop.  Over 60 industry professionals, researchers, education specialists and pre-service agricultural education students convened at The Ohio State University on November 12th for an ideation workshop. Applying a pragmatic approach, industry leaders and researchers discussed their projects, new ideas and technical needs in a synergistic environment with education professionals who provided methodology and curriculum development expertise.


After initially securing a date and location, members of the grant team drafted and invited a list of attendees.  A professional facilitator was also hired to conduct the workshop.  Attendees included industry representatives from Sherwin-Williams and Goodyear; researchers from Ohio State and the University of Akron; and education specialists from Upper Arlington City Schools and Versailles High School’s agricultural education department and many more.   


The day commenced with remarks from Dr. Bobby Moser, Dean of the College of Food, Agricultural and Environmental Sciences; Cathy Horton, who invented a green, Ohio soy-based line of high performance lubricants and Marcy Raymond, Principal at the STEM-focused Metro Early College High School.


After the speakers, the facilitator led the group through unique sharing and framing rounds.  Participants began by rotating through roundtables hosted by industry representatives and researchers actively engaged in bioproduct-related projects.  The objective of the roundtables was to determine what is emerging or has emerged that can be used for learning in schools.  During lunch, “cafes” were held that paired participants together to discuss the projects they learned about and to brainstorm potential activities stemming from the projects that could be utilized in schools.  Finally, the day ended with open space framing rounds where participants volunteered to “host” a table centered on a certain activity idea to develop the idea into a feasible activity and connect it to academic content standards.

Results to Date/Implications


Thanks to the creative spirit of the group, over 21 new activities and 28 potential ideas emerged from the proceedings of the ideation workshop.  Activity examples include: “Natural Fibers as Reinforcement Materials,” an activity where students use the design process to discover a natural replacement for fiberglass and other petroleum-based materials, to “Waste to WOW,” a research-based activity where students create mini anaerobic digesters, learn about microbial digestion and compare different organic inputs with biogas output levels (i.e. – methane gas).


The implications of this workshop have ranged from igniting other workshops of its kind by participants, to fostering working relationships among industry and education that are still being synergistically utilized almost three months after the workshop, to empowering postsecondary students.  The pre-service agricultural education students that attended the ideation workshop will be working with EP&P to present a professional development workshop to Ohio agricultural educators at their annual conference this summer about the potential for utilizing this model in local programs.

Future Plans/Advice to Others


Currently, the activities are being further developed by adapting them into a lesson plan format and connecting them to academic content standards and STEM goals by pre-service agricultural education students and EP&P.  The students will pilot test these lessons in the fall during their student teaching experience and then feedback on changes and improvements will be collected.  All of the lessons will then be re-evaluated, adjusted and released to the public by the summer of 2012.


The format of this idea sharing was crucial to the success of the workshop and, if feasible, hiring an unbiased, professional facilitator is highly recommended.  Additionally, one must be scrupulous in drafting a list of attendees and cultivating the intended atmosphere.  What is the intended outcome of the workshop and what areas need to be represented to adequately achieve those results?  Many participants took time off of work and traveled many hours to attend, so ensuring that their respective area of interest was highlighted is important.

Costs/Resources Needed
Direct costs for the workshop included resources such as the room rental; meals, including breakfast, lunch and an afternoon snack; office supplies, including folders, pens, notepads, copies and invitations; hiring the professional facilitator and mileage reimbursement for the participants.  These resources totaled $4,365.55 and were covered through matching funds provided by the USDA grant and the Ohio Soybean Council.

Indirect costs included each participant’s salary rate multiplied by the six hour time commitment for the workshop.  Other indirect costs also included evaluations completed by and information requested from the participants after the workshop to assist with the continuing lesson plan development.
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