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Introduction

Florida's residents are more dependent than ever
on agriculture, but for many the relationship is
invisible. Thisisbecauseit is masked by the
proliferation of widely available food products on
store shelves and numerous intermediariesin the food
processing, distribution and marketing system. The
mission of agricultural education today isto create an
awareness of this progression as well as the need for
the agricultural industry. Additionally, agricultural
education should create awareness about how newly
devel oped technol ogies have become an integral part
of the world's production of food and fiber.

Agricultural education creates agricultural
literacy in youth in grades K-12. Agricultural literacy
is defined as an understanding of the food and fiber
system, which includes its history and its current
economic, social, and environmental significance to
Americans. This definition encompasses some
knowledge of food and fiber production, processing,

and domestic and international marketing.
Agriculturally literate people should have the
practical knowledge needed to care for their outdoor
environments, which includes lawns, gardens,
recreational areas, and parks (National Research
Council, 1988 p. 8-9).

Increasing agricultural literacy isimportant
because it can help citizens make informed choices as
voters to support or oppose public policies on
agriculture-related issues, such as
genetically-modified organismsin food production,
food safety, and on food security, environmental
quality, and land use. Developing agricultural
literacy, however, depends on the mainstream
educational system, particularly on the awareness and
attitudes of teachers as they make decisions about
what and how to teach the future citizenry of the U.S.

The majority of American children know little
about agriculture upon entering school and show little
improvement in agricultural literacy by the time they
graduate (National Research Council, 1988).
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Teachers of K-12 students have the potentia to
educate and bring about desired changes by
incorporating agriculture-related topics.

Agricultural literacy can be best achieved
through curriculum infusion in grades K-12.
Curriculum infusion is the purposeful integration of
agricultural topicsinto the mandated curriculum in
urban and suburban as well asin rural schools. These
topics are included as natural interdisciplinary
linkages. Teachers connect the natural sciences,
mathematics, socia and behavioral sciencesto help
students understand the world in which they live
(Balschweid and Thompson, 2000).

Ag in the Classroom

In order to provide the essential tools for
educators to achieve agricultural literacy, national
and state-specific curriculum materials have been
developed by the Agriculture in the Classroom
Program (AITC). All the states, U.S. territories, and
the District of Columbia have Agriculturein the
Classroom Programs (USDA, 2001). USDA
curriculum resources for elementary, secondary, and
collegiate levels are found both in the literature and
in numerous websites.

The recognition of the need for agricultural
education has drawn attention to teacher education.
Educators play akey role because they make
decisions about the content and curricula taught in
their classrooms. Agricultural education workshops
can provide teachers with the necessary knowledge
baseto deliver agriculture-related curriculain their
classrooms. For example, teacher workshops to
promote these types of programs are offered all year
in Florida. During the summer, Florida Agriculturein
the Classroom, Inc. (FAITC), anon-profit
organization working to develop agricultural
curriculaand materials, sponsors an intensive
three-day workshop. Despite extensive recruitment
efforts by FAITC staff, the number of participantsin
FAITC workshops between 1999 and 2002 was
below desired levels. Furthermore, a disproportionate
number of participants teach in rural areas.
Consequently, it is not yet evident whether students

from urban and suburban areas of the state are equally

interested in agriculture.

A Closer Look at Teachers

A study was conducted to determine how
attitudes, perceptions, and prior knowledge affect
teachers' participation in agricultural education
workshops. To better understand reasons behind
teachers' decision-making, Ajzen's (1991) theory of
planned behavior was applied to the case of
agricultural education. This theory emphasizes that a
person'sintention in attending a workshop is the key
factor for determining that attendance. Likewise,
intention is determined by ateachers' attitudes,
knowledge and perceptions.

A mail survey was sent to a sample of teachersin
Floridas public elementary and secondary schools.

The study compared teachers who had attended one or
more FAITC workshops with teachers who had not
done so. Of the 230 usable responses, 97 were from
teachers who had been participants in one or more
FAITC workshops, and 133 were from teachers who
had not participated in a workshop.

Findings:

* Previous FAITC workshop participants have
strongly held attitudes motivating their choices
of future workshops. Those who have not yet
participated in an FAITC workshop, on the other
hand, appear to be affected more by the opinions
and values--as well as the authority--of others
such as such as administrators, colleagues, and
students' parents.

* Both groups were strongly influenced by the
prospective payment of a stipend to attend a
workshop. Teachers expect to be compensated
for costs associated with attending workshops.

* Teachers who were more favorable toward
agricultural education had rural influences or
backgrounds, or were teachers at elementary
schools. By contrast, more teachersin urban
areas and high school teachers (grades 9-12)
held negative perceptions of agricultural
education and had little confidence in teaching
it.

* There isweak interest and unfavorable
perceptions are held by many teachers about
improving agricultural awareness and literacy.
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On the other hand, they have positive
perceptions about biological, environmental and
science topics. Using agricultural examples,
however, can increase the acquisition of basic
science and math process skills (Mabie and
Baker, 1996). Thus, the skillslearned through
infusion of agricultural education can support
the development of those measured by mandated
testing, while at the same time benefiting
students.

Implications for FAITC

Based on the findings above, Florida Agin the

Classroom program leaders should consider
implementing the following recommendations:

* Raise agricultura literacy and awareness by
challenging agricultural educators at local
schools and universities to work more with
teachers and future educators.

Because nonparticipating teachers are strongly
influenced by their administrators, including
principals and curriculum coordinators,
administrators can be recruited to help promote
agricultural education. FAITC could send a
message to school administrators that will 1)
emphasi ze the benefits of ag education for the
administrator's students, 2) stress the need for
administrator to empower teachersto make the
decision to attend FAITC workshops, 3) stress
the need for administrator to support the
teachers decisions to attend workshops by
approving their requests.

Involve teachers who have successful Aginthe
Classroom programs in promotional activities
and messages. They have credibility with their
peers and can attract other teachers who want to
emulate these successful programs.

Use direct mail flyers and emphasize
opportunities to gain new ideas applicable to
teaching mandated curricula effectively to recruit
teachers to workshops.

Illustrate in promotional communications and
training workshops that agricultural education is
indeed biological and environmental science.
This message should emphasize the use of

advanced technological science in modern
agriculture; that is, principles of the physical,
chemical and biological sciences are used in the
food and fiber system.

Additional recommendations can be made to
increase teachers preparation for agricultural
education. These might include:

* Establish greater linkages between the colleges
of agriculture and education for training
prospective teachers.

* Insert FAITC workshops into college
classrooms to prepare future educators for
incorporating agricultural literacy in their own
classrooms.

* Encourage experienced teachers to model
curricular integration and demonstrate
exemplary teaching.

* Incorporate agriculture -related Internet
resources and web links into pre-intern teachers
computer classes.

* Develop alinkage with undergraduate science
courses and career awareness counselorsto
enhance afocus on the full spectrum of career
potential related to agricultural sciences.

Closing Comments

If agricultural literacy isto beincreased, greater
efforts must be made to recruit urban and suburban
teachers because they work with the mgority of
Florida's students. Adopting the above
recommendations can help recruit these teachersto
FAITC workshops and, in turn, increase outreach to
students. In addition, more teachers, especially those
in biological and environmental sciences, need to be
trained during college in order to build a cadre of
agriculturally literate teachersin Florida's schools.
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