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Abstract

The primary purpose of this study was to identify the perceptions of beginning farmersin lowa
towar ds the content and delivery of beginning farmer education. A secondary purpose was to determine
the usefulness of selected educational providers and media. Questionnaires were mailed to 286 beginning
lowa farmersin 1997. Responses were received from 48% of the sample.  Beginning farmers showed
preferences towards experiential learning, problemsolving, and critical thinking skills. They relied heavily
on parents, shlings, and relatives, Extension, and consultants for educational information.  They felt
grongly that lifedong learning and continuing education were important in the development of theirfarming
careers. Also, they preferred on-dite educational instruction, single meetings on a spectjic topic, and
consulting public ingtitutions for unbiased information. At the same time, the beginning farmers indicated
that radio, information services, marketing services, and newspapers are likely to be important educational
media in the future. Cutting-edge educational technologies were not as highly rated as more conventional
ingtructional technologies.

Introduction/Theor etical Framework learning for a particular Stuation. Kidd (1973)
suggested that adult programming begins with the
Lifelong learning and adult educetion are learner's needs and interests and then explores
concepts that have been well-documented. Cross their dedires.
(1978), Gardner (1968), Gordon and Souza
(1980), and Moore and Waldron (1981) concluded Adult education in agriculture relaes to
that adult education has been around since the lifelong learning and is extremely important and
beginning of mankind and is an integrd part of the can not be denied, according to Martin (1990).
learning process. Zemesky and Meyerson (1985) and Birkenholz,
Harbstreit, and Law (1990) emphasized that
Knowles (1970) defined the differences adjusments must be made in adult agriculturd
between adult and younger learners, namedly, sdif- education to accommodate the learning process.
directness, the adult experience base, the need to
address red-life problems, and the need for Cano and Miller (1987) found that farmers
immediate application. Knowles's mode (1984) perceive the Extenson Service as the purveyor of
assumed that adult learning environment draws their educational needs and agribusness owners
upon many resources, other than the teacher, and managers as the ddiverer of those needs.
including peers, the community, printed materids, Martin and Omar (1990) found that Extension
and media resources. Smith and Havercamp personnel considered radio to be very important
(1977) dressed that adult learning includes and tha presentation style and competence of
acquiring the knowledge and skills essentid in ingtructors needed to be enhanced. Finaly, Martin
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(1987) recommended that agriculturd educators,

a dl levds should become facilitators of the .

educational process by planning and conducting
educationa programs with farmers and not just for
farmers. Advancing technology, new agricultura
and environmenta laws, and innovative marketing
drategies are just some of the reasons for adult
programs in agriculture according to Chizari and
Taylor (1991).

Rapid changes in agriculturd technology,
in planning and ddivery of educationa programs,
and the changing Sructure of the farming indusiry
clearly indicate that agriculturd educators will
need to reassess ther role and respongbility in the
planning and delivery of beginning farmer
education. Educators need to plan educationa
programs to meet the demands of beginning
farmers in the next century.

Pur pose/Obj ectives

The primary purpose of this study was to
identify the perceptions of beginning lowa farmers
regarding their education. Perceptions identified
incdluded the content and ddivery of beginning
farmer education programs and the usefulness of
sdlected educationd providers and media

M ethods/Pr ocedur es

Daafor this study were collected by a sdf-
adminigered, mailed questionnaire sent to a list of
randomly selected lowa beginning farmers.
Beginning farmers were defined as famers in the
early stages of their farming careers. No
regrictions were placed on age, fam gze, or
income. Those famers who had receved a
beginning farmer loan from the lowa Agriculturd
Devdopment Authority (IADA) between 1992
and 1996 served as the population frame
(N=1100). A 95% confidence level was used to
determine the sample size of 286 farmers (Krgcie
and Morgan, 1970):
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The IADA exigs to develop and implement
programs that assgs lowa farmers in financing the
purchase of agricultural land, depreciable
mechinery or equipment, breeding livestock, and
buildings (lowa Agriculture Development
Authority, 1996). Its loans ae financed by
participating lending inditutions or contract sdes
with the issuance of federad tax-exempt bonds.
Loan applicants must be a least 18 years old,
canot own more than 30% of the county’s
median fam sze, and have a net worth of not
more than $200,000.

The survey ingrument was developed by
the researchers and pilot tested by a pand of
expats incuding beginning famers (who were
not included in the populatiion frame), university
Extension personnel, university faculty,
agricultural finance representatives, and
agribusinesses personnd. The survey contained
four sections deding with the current and future
usefulness  of educational providers and
educationd media, perceptions of beginning
farmers towards the ddivery of beginning farmer
education, and perceptions toward the importance
of selected educational topics. Cronbach’s
religbility coefficient was determined for each
section of the survey. Cronbach’'s dpha
coefficients werer .73, .80, .71, and .77,
respectively. All sections were rated usng a five
point Likert-type scde.

Quegtionnaires were received from 138
participants, a 48% response rate, and 128 of the
returned questionnaires were consdered usable.
According to Ladey (1985) and Howe (1977) this
response is consdered to be satisfactory given the
fact that farmers do not respond well to surveys.
A T-test was conducted on a random selection of
non-respondents (twelve farmers) and all
respondents. No statistically significant
differences were found between the two groups.
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Results/Findings

Demographic  characteristics for the
respondents indicated that al farm operators were
male, with an average age of 33.9 years and 14.02
years of forma education (high school plus 2 years
of college). Over 50% of the beginning farmers
were less than 34 years of age, only 6.5% were
over 44 years old, and 64% had some college
education. Additiondly, 97% were rased on
farms and over 90% of the respondent’s parents
were famers. More than 60% of the beginning
farmers were faming with their parents, in-laws,
or other reatives.

Crops, swine, and beef catle were the
predominant farming enterprises. Nearly 50% of
the farmers were farming less than 320 acres. The
farm operators averaged 50.7 hours per week
working on the farm and 325 hours per week
working off the fam. The survey was malled
prior to spring planting season and the reported
hours may reflect seasond labor demands rather
than year-around labor demands. The
predominant business arrangement included
owning some land and leasing some land and/or
facilities from others (56%).

Jus over two-thirds of the beginning
farmers reported having access to computers.
Less than 30% reported having a fax machine,
electronic mail use, or on-line computer service.

Table 1 shows the perceptions of the
respondents towards eleven statements on
beginning farmer education in lowa Means and
dandard deviations are reported. Experientia
learning in agriculture had the highest mean score
followed by production agriculture skill
development. Problem-solving situations
involving physca activity (hands-on) and menta
activity (critica thinking processes) were clustered
together and were consdered to be important.
Respondents also expressed some level of
agreement with statements regarding the use of a
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vaiety of ingructiond methods, the adoption of
agriculturdl  technology, individudized ingruction
(on-gte vidts), leadership development, and
program development. The beginning farmers
were “neutral” (had no opinion) about
emphasizing disance education as a means of
educationa ddivery. It raed the lowest of the
eleven saements. The composite mean score for
dl deven datements was 3.82. Additiondly, the
beginning farmers were asked to respond to eleven
datements about the delivery of beginning farmer
education in lowa (Table 2). Means and standard
deviations are reported. Life-long learning had the
highes mean. The beginning farmers dso fdt tha
farming is more complex today and that a variety
of information sources should be consulted.
Clustered together, as delivery systems, were on-
dte educationad indruction, dngle malings on
gpecific topics, and conaulting public inditutions
for unbiased agriculturd  information. The
beginning farmers were “neutrd” (had no opinion)
about paying tuition and fees. These same farmers
preferred not to atend meetings taught by fiber
optic, satellite, or similar state wide
communication sysems. They, adso, were not
willing to travel up to one hour to attend
beginning farmer classes. The composite score for
those deven statements was 3.57.

Beginning famer education in lowa is
provided by a variety of educationa providers
usng a very diverse set of media Respondents
were asked to determine the future ussfulness of
vaious educational providers and media
technologies. Future usefulness was defined as, “I
will use it or have the potentid to use it”
Educational providers were defined as those
individuds, commercid companies or firms
government agencies, and/or public inditutions
providing education. Media included a widdy
diverse st of technologies avalable for the
delivery of beginning farmer education. Means
and standard deviationsof theproviders and media
are reported in Table 3.
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Table 1.

Means and Standard Deviations of Perceptions of lowa Beginning Farmers Toward Beginning

Farmer Education

Perception  Statement Mean SD
Should emphasize learning by experience in agriculture 4.18 0.86
Should emphasize production agriculture skill development 411 0.72
Should emphaesize problem-solving Stuations which involve

primarily physcad activity (hands-on) of the client 4.03 0.86
Should emphasize problem-solving Stuations which involve

primarily mental activity (thinking process) of the dient 3.96 0.76
Should be taught usng a variety of ingructiond methods 3.94 0.60
Should emphasize the adoption of agriculturd technology 3.88 0.69
Should emphasize individudized indruction (dte vidts, €c.) 3.79 0.83
Should emphasize leadership development in agriculture 3.78 0.81
Should develop programs for education in connection

with beginning farmers 3.77 0.78
Should be taught primarily usng nonformd rather than

forma educationd methods 3.53 0.96
Should emphasize distance education as a means of

educationd ddivery 3.02 0.68
Composite Mean Score 3.82

Note. Response scae: |=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3=no opinion; 4=agree; 5=strongly agree.

Respondents rated parents, sblings, and relatives
as the mogt useful future educationd provider
followed by the Extenson Service. Clustered
together were severad other educationd providers
including  agricultural consultants, farm
organizations, agribusness and commercia firms,
and commodity organizations.

For the thirteen educational media
technologies identified, radio and information
savices rated the highest in tems of future
usefulness. Marketing services and newspapers
were consdered to be useful in the future. Other
educational media clustered together were
televison, Extenson savice pamphlets and
satellite dishes. Cutting-edge technologies rated
lower than many conventiona media technologies.
Audio tapes rated the lowest in terms of future
usefulness. For this study beginning farmers rated
forty-seven sdected agricultural program topics
according to their current and future importance in
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their faaming careers, The program topics were
divided into sx generd progran aess, The
composite mean score and standard deviation for
each of the gx caegories dong with the three
highest rated topics within each category are
shown in Table 4.

The composte mean score for program
topics rdated to fam and busness management
rated the highest. In fact, many of these topics
were the highest rated individua program topics.
The most highly rated farm and business
management topics were record-keeping and
management sysems andyss, financid and credit
planning, and farm markets and marketing
drategies. These topics rated as important to very
important in terms of current and future
importance. The program topics related to multi-
generdtiond farming were aso highly rated in
teems of their current and future importance.
Among the more highest rated topics were family
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Table 2.

Means and Standard Deviations of Perceptions of lowa Toward the Ddlivery of Beginning

Farmer Education

Perception Statement M ean SD
| am never too old to learn 4.59 0.57
Farming is more complex today requiring more time to

keep up-to-date 4.27 0.73
Beginning farmers need to consult a variety of information

sources to make competent farming decisons 4.17 0.78
On-site educationd ingruction (face-to-face) is my preferred

method of receiving beginning farmer education 3.63 0.92
Single meetings on pecific topics should be emphasized 3.62 0.77
Beginning farmers should consult with public ingditutions

(schools, colleges, and universties) for unbiased

agriculturd  information 3.61 0.92
Series of meetings or workshops with in-depth andysis of a

topic should be emphasized 3.38 0.89
To keep up-to-date, beginning farmers should participate

in educational programs on a year-around basis 3.33 0.98
| am willing to pay tuition and fees to atend beginning

farmer education classes 3.09 1.04
I would prefer to attend beginning farmer educetiond

mesetings taught by fiber optic, satellite, or a amilar

datewide communication system 2.85 0.96
I am willing to travel up to one hour to atend beginning

farmer education classes 2.74 1.00
Composite Mean Score 3.57

Note. Response scale: |=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 3=no opinion; 4=agree; 5=strongly disagree.

and fam god setting, edtate planning, retirement
planning, and transferring assets. Program topics
related to production agriculture including crop
production, livestock production, and machinery,
equipment, buildings management were rated as
being somewhat important. Soil fertility, tillage
practices, and weed/pest/disease  management
were very highly rated as important topics in the
future whereas forage crops, horticulture, and
vegetable production were not.

In livestock production, respondents rated
hedth and disease management, nutrition, and
odor management above 4.0 in terms of ther
current and future importance; however, the
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composite mean score was lower. In the
mechinery, equipment, and buildings category, the
two highest rated program topics, in terms of
current and future importance, were machinery
section, cdibration, and maintenance and the
drying and storage of crops.

Conddeing dl of the individud program
topics collectively, the five highest rated program
topics based upon future importance were record-
keeping and management sysems andyss, farm
markets and marketing draegies, soil fertility and
tillage practices, weed/pest/disease management,
and financid and credit planning.
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Table 3. Respondents Perceptions Regarding the Future Usefulness of Various Educationa Providers and

Media in lowa

Provider/Media

SD Mean
Educationd Provider:
Parents, siblings, and relatives 0.97 4.11
Extenson 1.01 371
Agriculturd  consultants 1.04 3.57
Farm organizations 091 3.56
Agribusness and commercid fams 1.07 3.50
Commodity organizations 1.04 3.43
Government agencies (FSA, NRCYS) 1.15 3.39
Community colleges 1.16 3.37
High school agriculturd  programs 1.27 3.10
lowa State credit courses 1.10 3.08
lowa State non-credit courses 0.99 3.05
Educationd Media

Radio 0.89 3.83
Informationa services (Farm Dayta) 1.02 3.80
Marketing services 0.97 3.68
Newspaper 0.99 3.63
Teevison 112 3.45
Extenson service pamphlets 1.08 3.44
Saelite dish 0.99 3.39
Internet-World Wide Web (WWW) 1.19 3.23
Video Tapes 1.09 3.17
Home study packets 1.01 3.14
Farm packets 0.99 3.13
Fiber optics network (ICN) 0.99 3.08
Audio Tapes 1.09 2.80

Note. Response scale: 1=not usgful; 2=limited usefulness, 3=no opinion; 4=useful; S5=extremedy usful

Conclusions, Recommendations, and

Implications

According to the findings of this sudy, the

following conclusons can be made

L

Beginning famers bdieved tha
experientid learning and production

agriculture skills were very important in

beginning farmer education.
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2.

Beginning farmers prefer education that
involves hands-on experiences (physica
activity) and problem-solving Stuations
(criticd  thinking).

Beginning farmers do not want to trave to
get additiond education, not do they prefer
distance education.

Beginning famers beieved that parents,
ghlings and rdatives, universty Extenson,
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Table 4. Current and Future Importance of Selected Agricultural Topics As Perceived by Beginning Farmers.

Current _Importance  Future |Importance

Program Topic M SD M SD

General Agriculture

Water/Air/Environmental/Wildlife issues 409 81 424 83

Technology trander/new innovations 409 72 4.28 65

Teaching/Learning in agriculture 3.88 75 400 78
Composite mean 3.72 .49 388 51

Crop Production

Soil fertility and tillage practices 439 56 450 55
Weed/pest/di sease management 4,38 56 450 56
Soil and water conservation 323 .78 435 171
Composite mean 3.77 .48 397 47
Machinery, Equipment, Buildings Management
Machinery sdect/cdibration/maintenance 423 72 438 171
Drying/storage of crops 4,18 73 427 .73
Agriculturd power and safety 397 88 410 &
Composite mean 395 .57 412 .57
Livestock Production
Hedl th/di sease management 418 91 424 A
Feeds/feeding/nutrition 4.04 97 415 98
Livestock waste and odor management 402 92 422 9D
Composite mean 3.87 .74 403 .77
Farm and Business Management
Record keeping and management systems 443 .60 452 64
Financid and credit planning 435 446 69
Fam markets and marketing drategies 433 12 4,52 .10
Composite mean 411 .46 427 .48
Multi-generational farming
Farm and family god setting 422 .77 432 78
Edae planing and trandferring assets 414 A 440 72
Retirement planning and trandferring assets 412 93 4.44 64
Composite mean 4.02 .70 419 64

Note. Response scale: I=not important, 2=little importance, 3=neutra (no opinion), 4=important,5=extremely
important.
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agricultural  consultants, farm organizations, and

agribusness and commercia firms are likely to be .

magor educationd providers in the future.

5.

10.

11.

Beginning famers indicated that radio,
information services, marketing services, and
newspapers are likely to be important
educationa media in the future.

Beginning fames fdt that emphaszing
vaiety of indructiond methods, agricultura
technology, and on-gte indruction were
moderately important.

Beginning farmers felt strongly that
continuing education and lifdong learning
were important in the deveopment of ther
faming careers. At the same time, they fdt
that a variety of information sources should
be contacted to solve complex agricultura
problems.

Regarding the ddivery of education, the
beginning farmers seemed to prefer on-Ste
educationd indruction, sngle meetings on
specific topics, and using public inditutions
for unbiased agriculturd information

Cutting-edge ingructiond technologies were
not as highly rated as more conventiona
indructiond  technologiess. The farmers
rated the WWW, Internet, fiber optics
networks, and saellite dishes lower than
television, radio, newspapers, and
information services.

The program topics related to the “business
of faming” were rated as very important
indicating a need to plan programs
emphadzing these topics. This confirms
previous research by Martin (1987), Burhoe
and Stewart (1983), and Persons (1980).

Crop production technology topics were
rated as important program topics.
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12.

Educationd providers have an opportunity
to expand their offerings through joint
educational programming efforts with
commercid and agribusness firms who
provide educational and technica support in
these areas. Timey information is possble
through radio and other mass media

Even though swine and beef cattle were the
predominate livestock enterprises on these
farms, program topics related to livestock
production were not rated nearly as high as
those related to crop production and farm
and busness management. The livestock
enterprisess ae il important for vaue
added production; therefore, educationa
providers need to find creative and
innovative methodologies to educate
beginning famers on rdevant livestock
production technologies.

The following recommendations and

implications can be made from the findings of this

Sudy:

L

Beginning farmers looked pogtively towards
universty Extenson; it rated high as a future
educationd provider. Extenson, therefore,
has an opportunity to expand its educationd
savices to beginning fames and ther
parents, sblings, and relatives and should
condder joint educationa programming
involving those groups

Information services and marketing services
rated high as educational providers.
Agricultural educators should develop
grong linkages with these groups to provide
programming for beginning farmers.
Agricultural educators also have the
opportunity to provide facilitation for
beginning farmer education by working with
agriculturd  consultants, agribusness groups,
commodity groups, and farm organizations.
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3. Agricultural educators should develop
programs that involve a variety of
indructiond methods including problem-
solving dtuations, hands-on activities, on-
gte indruction and single medtings

4. Agriculturd educators should conduct more
research on teaching at a distance.
Beginning farmers were “neutrd” on ther
opinion of distance education. This could be
due to the fact that beginning farmers do not
understand distance education. Agricultura
educators should drive to inform beginning
farmers about distance education and include
a vaiety of teaching methods when using
distance education.

5. Due to the “neutral” (no opinion) of
beginning farmers to cutting-edge
technologies, agriculturd educators should
develop programs that explain the use of the
Internet, World Wide Web, on-line computer
sarvices, fiber optics, and other newer
indructiond  technologies.

6.  Agricultural educators should conduct
follow up dudies tha determine which
production agriculture skills should be
emphasized in beginning farmer education.

7. Further studies should be conducted to
enhance the use of community colleges, high
school agriculture programs, and university
credit courses as a means of future ddivery
of beginning farmer education.
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