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ustainable agricultural prac-
__ tice refers to the ability of a
B2 farm to produce food indefi-
nitely, without causing irreversible
damage to ecosystem health, Ac-
cording to Feenstra (1997) “sus-
tainable  agriculture integrates
three main goals—environmental
health, economic profitability, and
social and economic equity”. Re-
flecting on the Sustainable Ag-
riculture-Sustainable  Education
topic we can gleam some prin-
ciples from our industry partners.

Using the industry’s definition of
sustainable agriculture as a guide,
we may define sustainable agricul-
tural education as “the ability to
produce agriculturists indefinitely,
without causing irreversible dam-
age to our core values.” Using this
framework for sustainable agri-
culture and the National Research
Agenda 2007-2010  (Osborne,
n.d.) as a guide, sustainable agri-
cultural education involves three
main  goals—curricula adapted
to the needs of our students, en-
hanced program delivery through
integration of industry concepts,
and assessments which address
both student and district needs.

How can we increase (quantity
and quality) our development of
agriculturists? Local control and
shared input from teachers across
the nation can provide valuable
insight into this issue. A com-
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mon thread has emerged through
the years in successful programs
which are able to produce agricul-
turists indefinitely. The integration
of agriscience into the curriculum is
an important consideration. Since
the mid-1980’s agricultural edu-
cation has been in the process of
incorporating science into the ag-
ricultural  education curriculum.
Research supports this integration
which also indicates teachers are
supportive of agriscience educa-
tion and the transition from purely
production to a more consumption
focus. Numerous states allow ag-
ricultural education courses to sat-
isfy science requirements for high
school graduation and college ad-
mission. As a profession we now
must ask ourselves, are we integrat-
ing science into our agricultural
curriculum or are we teaching ag-
riculture as an integrated science?

At first glance the previous sentence
may be confusing. Integration of
science into the curriculum means
taking specific science concepts and
then finding an agricultural applica-
tion. Teaching our students about
photosynthesis or the components
of the water cycle are examples.
This approach considers what sci-
ence concepts are to be taught first,
then finds agricultural principles to
illustrate those science concepts.
Conversely, the development and
implementation of an agricultural
curriculum that teaches agriculture
as the integrated science — the sci-
ence where biology, chemistry, and
physics all come together - would




highlight the science which already
exists as the foundation of agri-
cultural practices. This approach
begins with the practices and then
works to explain the scientific prin-
ciples behind it —why it works. Dis-
covering what genotypes are tied to
efficient milk production in dairy
cattle is an example. It is this sec-
ond approach that will lead to ag-
ricultural education sustainability.

Effective use of technical agricul-
ture and partnerships with industry
help shape the programs which de-
velop students who have a scientific
way of thinking.
science process skills and students
having the ability to think critically
when faced with a problem are im-
portant attributes of the next gen-
eration of learners. Gardner (2006)
writes, in his book titled Five Minds
of the Future, about the need for
learners who can think critically and
recognize changes when they need
to be made. He goes onto state our
educational system as a whole does
not do enough to promote this type
of learner. It is in this gap that agri-
science education can stand to sup-
port not only our industry of agricul-
ture but be an active and productive
member of the educational system.

Agriscience education has a unique
ability to develop this critical think-
ing type of student. This requires
curricula adapted to the needs (cur-
rent and future) of our students, in-
tegration of industry concepts, and
assessments addressing both student
and district needs. Continual focus
on sustainable agriscience educa-
tion requires inquiry based learning
leading to students developing much
of their own thoughts about science
through laboratory activities. These
laboratory activities may occur in
the land laboratory, greenhouse, gar-
den, mechanics laboratory, computer
simulations. or many other locations.

Development of

Agriscience education is a leading
component in the progress toward
sustainability due to these facts and
the growing demand for science
based agricultural careers. Accord-
ing to the USDA Cooperative State
Research Education and Extension
Service (CSREES) most recent re-
port in 1999, 32% of all agricultural
jobs will require scientific degrees
in food science and engineering.
The need for formal education be
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yond high school is evident. This
formal education may be a 6-month
certificate program, an associate’s
degree, or an advanced degree.
With job opportunities abundant
and industry facing the effects of
the baby boom generation retire-
ment, Agriscience educators must
heed the call of preparing the
next generation of agriculturalist.

Educational curricula receive their
strength from the teachers in the
classrooms. No organization, state,
or national persuasion can change
agricultural education as effec-
tively as the classroom teacher.
The teacher-led push toward sus-
tainable agriscience education fo-

cuses on two goals — reflecting on
where we teach and how we teach.

To be sustainable in a changing
future, agriscience education must
better utilize laboratory facilities
which promote critical thinking
skills. Perhaps, for some educators
at the local level this means rein-
venting the “shop™ into a learning
laboratory which contains comput-
ers, experiment stations, and sci-
entific equipment. More simply,
mechanics laboratory facilities
should be better utilized to effec-
tively teach physical science prin-
ciples in agriculture. Partnering
with industry to bring in industry
equipment and to train students
with updated modules is one way
to sustain agriscience education.

Secondly, being honest with our-
selves as teachers by reflecting on
our teaching methods and philoso-
phies we present to our students.
As a profession we must continu-
ally ask ourselves if we are really
teaching agriscience as the inte-
grated science or have we just re-
named our curriculum and placed it
in a new package. It is astounding
fo recognize that students in our
classrooms today will be work-
ing with technology in their future
careers that has yet to be invent-
ed. Are we preparing students for
these future jobs? Do our students
leave our programs with the knowl-
edge and skills to adapt to this
new reality or are they equipped
with an antiquated skill set?

The key to the sustainability of ag-
ricultural education is through agri-
science education which can effec-
tively teach students how to think
and how to construct their knowl-
edge. Employers seek students who
can solve problems and work with
others, and agriscience education is
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|the best vehicle to attain those goals.
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