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Abstract 

 
As we press forward into the new millennium, agricultural educators across the country are 
continuing their quest to reshape agricultural education, to develop new approaches to 
teaching and learning that are more appropriate and effective for the 21st century.  Our 
rapidly changing world demands an agricultural education system that equips children with 
the tools and skills they will need to succeed in a multicultural democracy.  While many 
initiatives within agricultural education (e.g., National Research Council, 1988; National 
Council for Agricultural Education, 2000) have addressed the need to advance agricultural 
education in public schools, much work is still needed.  Community-based service-learning 
may hold the key to connecting future generations with their diverse communities and 
democratic society at large.  The purpose of this article was to outline the extent to which 
service-learning can advance cultural competence within agricultural education. 
 

 
 

Introduction 
 

On December 28, 2000, the Census 
Bureau released the first results of the 
census completed a few months earlier, 
announcing, “never have we been so 
diverse; never have we been so many; never 
have we been so carefully measured” (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2000).  The “never so 
many” and “never so carefully measured” 
were front-page news immediately across 
the country (e.g., “Census shows record 
growth,” 2000; “Explosive Growth,” 2000; 
“Minorities Become Majority,” 2000).  The 
national count of 281.4 million persons was 
the first big story. The total national 
population had grown more rapidly than 
expected, and the numerical growth—32.7 
million since the 1990 census—was the 
largest recorded in any census (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2000).   

In the months that followed, with the 
release of detailed census data, a story  
implicit in those early numbers steadily 
grew more prominent (e.g., “New picture,”  
2001). “Never have we been so diverse” 
became the big story, and it has showed 
every sign of staying on page one for some 
time to come.  

As the media has showcased, the 2000  

 
 
Census has documented a dramatic 
diversification of United States population.   
As a result, the U.S. classroom – in primary 
and secondary schools – is more diverse 
than at any time in the nation’s history, with 
more issues needing to be explored, more 
challenges needing to be met, and more 
attention needing to be paid.  Orfield (2001) 
recently summarized in regard to K-12 
public education, “there is strong evidence 
that instructional techniques that increase 
both the academic and human relations 
benefits of interracial schooling is needed 
more than ever” (p. 9).  A similar call by 
Sheppard (1983) noted that vocational 
teachers need training in multicultural 
education because America is a culturally 
pluralist society, and cultural and ethnic 
diversity in the United States is a fact of life.  
Luft (1996) declared “secondary agricultural 
education teachers can do much better in 
serving the needs of culturally diverse 
students in their programs” (p. 74).  
Likewise, Dr. Blannie Bowen, the 2001 
American Association for Agricultural 
Education (AAAE) Distinguished Lecturer, 
called for agricultural educators to create 
curricular and co-curricular opportunities for 
students   to     experience   genuine     racial 
integration — to interact in meaningful ways 
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and to learn from each other — if diversity 
is to have a positive impact on agricultural 
education.  Yet, as Woods and Moore’s 
(2003) review of diversity research in 
agricultural education pointed out, the 
presence of a diverse student body in a 
program is a necessary but certainly not a 
sufficient condition for advancing the 
attitudes, policies, and practices of cultural 
competence among agricultural education 
students and FFA members. 
 

Purpose/Objectives 
 

The purpose of this article is to 
judiciously examine the importance of 
authentic learning experiences addressing 
diversity through cross-cultural interaction 
in classrooms, inter-group dialogues that 
bring people from diverse backgrounds 
together to solve community needs, and 
participation in multicultural community 
events.  Specifically, while many different 
outcomes of the integration of diversity into 
the education system have been studied 
(Gergen, Gulerce, Lock, & Misra, 1996; 
Highlen, & Sudarsky-Gleiser, 1994; Markus 
& Kitayama, 1991; Myers et al. 1991) the 
focus of this article was on the preparation 
for citizenship in a multicultural society.  It 
has been argued that engaged citizenship is 
an important outcome of experience with 
racial and ethnic diversity just as it was seen 
as an important aspect of personal 
development at the time of Brown v. Board 
of Education (Deutscher & Chein, 1948).  In 
particular it has been argued that authentic 
learning experiences with diverse 
populations through the integration of  
service- learning activities into agricultural 
education informs and prepares students for 
a multicultural democracy. 

Specifically, the objectives of this paper 
are threefold: 1) explore connections 
between multiculturalism, service- learning, 
and agricultural education as a means of 
providing an authentic learning experience 
for students; 2) discuss the educational 
implications of building bridges between 
agricultural education, FFA programming, 
and the community to more effectively 
prepare students for the diverse society in 
which they will live and work; and 3) 
outline specific recommendations for 

achieving the broad goal of making service-
learning a universal experience in 
agricultural education. 

 
Conceptual Framework 

 
As the 2000 Census pointed out, the 

society that students need to prepare for is 
changing. Moore (1994) maintained  

 
considering changes in demo-
graphics, industry needs, and 
general societal needs, supporting 
diversity in agricultural education 
should be a high priority. The focus 
of diversity should be on people, 
programs, and the institutions/ 
systems that are responsible for 
various programs in the state. (p. 4)   
 
Baker and Magill (1994) further 

declared  
 
If schools are to equip students with 
the skills necessary to actualize their 
potential, as well as to succeed as 
citizens and workers, students must 
be aware of the diversity of that 
larger context in which they will find 
themselves. (p. 21)  
 
In response to the extent to which 

cultural diversity has been addressed in 
secondary agricultural education, Luft 
(1996) contended that given that the nature 
and degree of diversity is changing as well 
as our understanding of what diversity even 
is, the need for cross-cultural education is  
very important in agricultural education. 

What exactly is cross-cultural education 
and how can its principles be incorporated 
into the authentic learning of agricultural 
education?  Bensimon (1994) noted that 
cross-cultural education is about 
transforming curricula to more fully reflect 
the world in which students live.  Yet, 
Wilson (1996) noted, this is not just a matter 
of adding cultural diversity to an existing 
course or two; it means “challenging the 
conceptual paradigms of education, the 
fundamental base from which students gain 
knowledge” (p. 35).  As several authors and 
reports (Banks, 1990, 1993; Spindler, 1987; 
Bennett, 1990; Delpit, 1992;  Flannery & 
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Ward, 1999; U.S. Department of Education, 
1992) pointed out, true cultural competence 
requires transformation of content and 
methodology in addition to organizational 
structures. 

According to Haley (1999), cultural 
competence is a set of congruent behaviors, 
attitudes and policies that come together in a 
system, and enables that system to work 
effectively in cross-cultural situations.  The 
word culture is used because it implies the 
integrated pattern of human behavior that 
includes thought, communication, actions, 
customs, beliefs, values, and institutions of a 
racial, ethnic, religious, or social group 
(Lynch & Hanson, 1998).  The word 
competence is used because it implies 
having the capacity to function effectively.  
A culturally competent system within 
agricultural education should incorporate – 
at all levels – the importance of culture, the 
assessment of cross-cultural relations, 
vigilance towards the dynamics that result 
from cultural differences, the expansion of 
cultural knowledge and the adaptation of 
services to meet culturally unique needs 
(Moore, 1994; Bowen, 1994, 2001; Whent, 
1994; Luft, 1996). 

Certainly the description of cultural 
competence seems idealistic.  How can a 
system accomplish all of these things?  How 
can it achieve this set of behaviors, attitudes 
and policies? Cultural competence may be 
viewed as a goal toward which agricultural 
education can strive.  Accordingly, Haley 
(1999) insisted that becoming culturally 
competent is a developmental process.  No 
matter how proficient agricultural education 
may become, there will always be room for 
growth.  Or as Bowen (1994) contended, 
cross-cultural competence is a process in 
which the system of agricultural education 
can measure its progress according to the 
achievement of specific developmental 
tasks.  As the tasks are defined, the system 
will be guided toward progressively more 
culturally competent services (Bowen, 
1994).  First, however, Whent (1994) 
reminded the profession that “agricultural 
educators need to make greater strides 
toward acknowledging their unconscious 
biases toward people of diverse populations 
and move forward to accept the changes and 
challenges of the future” (p. 11).  Baker and 

Magill (1994) even further noted that “while 
it is necessary to create and nurture a school-
wide climate of acceptance and awareness, it 
is essential that diversity also be an 
integrated part of the curriculum in 
individual classrooms” (p 22). 

The underlying premise of cross-cultural 
education is that teaching and learning are 
cultural processes that take place in a social 
context and should affect social change 
(U.S. Department of Education, 1992).  
According to Spindler (1987) “cross-cultural 
education acknowledges that schools are 
essential to laying the foundation for the 
transformation of society and the 
elimination of oppression and injustice” (p. 
49).  LaBelle (1976) maintained that this 
underlying premise can be achieved by 
“advancing learning opportunities that take 
into account multiple cultural perspectives 
and thereby removing the blindness imposed 
on education by the dominant cultural 
experience” (p. 72).  Haley (1999) 
contended that “the journey toward cultural 
competence requires the willingness to 
experience, learn from those experiences, 
and act” (p. 12). 

According to Piaget and other 
psychologists, for educational experiences to 
be relevant the student must be active to be 
engaged in real learning (Piaget, 1954).  
Learning becomes active when students are 
able to connect new knowledge with their 
prior understanding.  Constructivists take 
this notion a bit further stating that a 
meaningful context that brings the real 
world into the classroom learning 
environment is key to promoting learning 
(Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989).  
Learning is a process of interacting with the 
outside world, and continually reanalyzing 
and reinterpreting new information and its 
relation to the real world (Brown et al.).  
Traditional learning situations in which 
students are passive recipients of knowledge 
are inconsistent with the learning situations 
of real- life (Lave & Wenger, 1990).  In 
order to make learning relevant to real life 
experiences, learning environments must be 
authentic. 

Authentic learning is a pedagogical 
approach that allows students to explore, 
discuss and meaningfully construct concepts 
and relationships in contexts that involve 
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real-world problems and projects that are 
relevant to the learner (Donovan, Bransford, 
& Pellegrino, 1999).  The term authentic is 
defined as genuine, true and real (Webster's 
Revised Unabridged Dictionary, 1998).  If 
learning is authentic, then students should be 
engaged in genuine learning problems that 
foster the opportunity for them to make 
direct connections between the new material 
that is being learned and their prior 
knowledge.  These kinds of experiences will 
increase student motivation.  In fact, 
Newmann, Secada, and Wehlage (1995) 
contended “an absence of meaning breeds 
low engagement in schoolwork and inhibits 
[learning] transfer” (p. 5).  Students must be 
able to realize that their achievements 
stretch beyond the walls of the classroom.  
They bring to the classroom experiences, 
knowledge, beliefs, and curiosities and an 
authentic learning opportunity provides a 
means of bridging those cultural elements 
with classroom learning. 

The true power of authentic learning is 
the ability to actively involve students and 
touch their intrinsic motivation (Mehlinger, 
1995).  Literature suggests that authentic 
learning has several key characteristics (a) 
learning is centered on authentic tasks that 
are of interest to the learners;  (b) students 
are engaged in exploration and inquiry; (c) 
learning is closely connected to the world 
beyond the walls of the classroom; (d) 
students become engaged in complex tasks 
and higher-order thinking skills, such as 
analyzing, synthesizing, designing, 
manipulating, and evaluating information; 
and (e) students have opportunities for social 
discourse (Donovan et al., 1999; Newman & 
Associates, 1996; Newmann et al., 1995; 
Nolan & Francis, 1992). 

Proponents tout service- learning as an 
effective authentic learning method for 
providing cross-cultural education and to 
transform the traditional classroom (Boyle-
Baise & Kilbane, 2000; Flannery & Ward, 
1999; Rockquemore & Schaffer, 2000; 
Skilton-Silvester & Erwin, 2000).  The 
National and Community Service Trust Act 
of 1993, through the Learn and Serve 
America program, provided support for 
service- learning activities in elementary and 
secondary schools and defines service-
learning as “(a) a (teaching) method 

whereby students or participants learn and 
develop through active participation in 
thoughtfully organized service that is 
conducted in and meets the needs of a 
community; (b) coordinated with an 
elementary school, secondary school, 
institution of higher education, or 
community service programs, and with the 
community; (c) helps foster civic 
responsibility; (d) integrated into and 
enhances the academic curriculum of the 
students, or the educational components of 
the community service program in which the 
participants are enrolled; and (e) provides 
structured time for students or participants to 
reflect on the service experience” 
(Corporation for National Service, 1999).  

  The National Commission on Service-
Learning (2001) declared, “service- learning, 
is a teaching and learning approach that 
integrates community service with academic 
study to enrich learning, teach civic 
responsibility, and strengthen communities 
and moves students beyond the confines of 
the school walls into culturally diverse local 
communities as a means to develop cultural 
and professional competence.”  According 
to Bowen (1994, 2001), Moore, (1994), 
Whent (1994), Baker and Magill (1994), 
Luft (1996), and Woods and Moore (2003), 
this need to interact with a culturally diverse 
community is especially important in 
agricultural education as society continues 
to change.  

Campus Compact (2000) stated that a 
service- learning experience can be 
conducted as a whole class, in small-group 
project teams, as well as through individual 
projects or self-directed learning.  The 
service component can take place in the 
classroom, on school grounds, in 
surrounding neighborhoods, or at 
community agency sites.  Similar to other 
forms of experiential education, such as 
project-based instruction, service- learning 
engages the student in a meaningful context 
for learning. The community service 
experience provides an opportunity for 
students to explore and apply curricular 
content and concepts within the context of 
real world experiences (Eyler, Giles & 
Schmiede, 1996). When service- learning 
activities are well-planned and executed, 
transformation occurs within students, 
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schools and communities (Campus 
Compact, 2000).  Students become 
significant contributors and stakeholders in 
their communities and within their own 
educational experience (Eyler et al.). 
Educational institutions engaged in service-
learning benefit from stronger, more 
effective partnerships with the community 
(Kellogg Commission, 1998). This increases 
the availability of valuable learning 
opportunities and resources both inside and 
outside the classroom.  

Kuh, Douglas, Lund, and Ramin-
Gyurnek (1994), pointed out that the 
benefits of service- learning as an authentic 
learning experience includes moral, 
cognitive and psychosocial development.  
Equally important to underscore is that 
service- learning also helps students 
participate in learning environments that 
contribute to greater diversity of experience 
and socialization than if they simply 
congregate in traditional classrooms with 
others much like themselves. 

The quality of agricultural education, in 
particular, can benefit from student 
participation in both service- learning 
(Stafford, Boyd, & Lindner, 2003) and 
cross-cultural education (Woods & Moore, 
2003).  The continuing demographic 
changes in the United States require those 
who work in the agricultural industry to 
recognize that they must become not only 
more culturally sensitive but also culturally 
competent (Luft, 1996; Bowen, 2001).  
Effective agricultural education requires the 
incorporation of the needs of the cultures 
within any give community (Phipps & 
Osborne, 1988; Baker & Magill, 1994; 
Moore, 1994; Luft, 1996) and must include 
the involvement of ethnic committees in all 
levels of planning and implementation 
(National Council for Agricultural 
Education, 2000).  Service- learning in a 
cross-cultural context simultaneously 
enhances understanding of content 
knowledge and the context in which this  
knowledge is applied (Flannery & Ward, 
1999). 

Equally important, service- learning is 
one method available to help agricultural 
educators achieve defined goals and actions 
outlined in Reinventing Agricultural 
Education for the Year 2020 (National 

Council for Agricultural Education, 2000) 
and Understanding agriculture new 
directions for education (National Research 
Council, 1988). Specifically, several of the 
goals and objectives align with the 
underlying principles of service- learning and 
multicultural education (a) provide 
opportunities for experiential learning and 
leadership development; (b) provide 
instructional systems and materials for 
diverse learning styles; (c) collaborate with 
other groups to bring factual information 
about agriculture, food, fiber and natural 
resources systems to all students; (d) 
establish a positive working relationship 
with multiple stakeholders that builds lines 
of communication and provides a diverse 
work force for the agriculture, food, fiber 
and natural resources industry; (e) create 
broad-based coalitions of groups and 
organizations that collaborate to develop and 
disseminate contemporary agriculture 
curricula for all students; and (f) ensure that 
numerous and varied stakeholders, inside 
and outside the school system, engage in a 
continuing effort to strengthen and refine the 
shared vision, mission and goals. 

While many of the goals and objectives 
can be met via traditional classroom 
instruction, service- learning allows 
agricultural instructors to more fully develop 
linkages with the community to provide an 
authentic learning environment that 
simultaneously strengthens their agricultural 
curriculum and FFA programming.  
Moreover, service-learning challenges 
students to apply classroom knowledge to 
authentic community problem solving which 
allows for continued development of 
partnerships and strategic alliances that 
provide strong support for agricultural 
education.  Most importantly, agricultural 
education curricula must be student-
centered, encourage authentic learning, and  
be culturally relevant in order to reinvent 
agricultural education for the year 2020. 

 
Theoretical Promise of Service-Learning 

 
Effective service- learning has been 

found to be an authentic learning method 
that makes content and context more 
academically relevant to the student while 
meeting the needs of a particular community 
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group.  Recent studies of service- learning 
found that service- learning has a positive 
influence on (a) student personal 
development such as sense of personal 
efficacy, personal identity, spiritual growth, 
and moral development (Astin & Sax, 
1998); (b) interpersonal development and 
the ability to work well with others, 
leadership and communication skills (Eyler 
& Giles, 1999); (c) reducing stereotypes and 
facilitating cultural and racial understanding 
(Boyle-Baise & Kilbane, 2000); (d) sense of  
social responsibility and citizenship skills 
(Astin & Sax; Eyler & Giles); (e) 
involvement in community service after 
graduation (Astin, Sax, & Avalos, 1999; 
Smedick, 1996); (f) students’ academic 
learning (Astin & Sax); and 7) academic 
outcomes as demonstrated complexity of 
understanding, problem analysis, critical 
thinking, and cognitive development (Eyler 
& Giles; Eyler, Root, & Giles, 1998). 

Likewise, research has found that the 
effects of particular service- learning 
program characteristics: placement quality, 
reflection, application of service, duration 
and intensity of service, exposure to 
diversity, community voice, and feedback 
had impacted student development.  
Specifically, Eyler and Giles (1999) found 
that service- learning placement quality has a 
positive impact on student personal and 
interpersonal outcomes.  Eyler and Giles 
(1999) concluded that the quality and 
quantity of reflective activities within a 
service- learning project have an impact on 
student learning.  As for the application of 
service to academic content and vice versa, 
McElhaney (1999) found a positive impact 
of a service- learning experience on students, 
particularly learning outcomes of course 
content.  Astin and Sax (1998) and Parker-
Gwin and Mabry (1998) concluded that the 
duration and intensity of a service project 
has an impact on student outcomes as well.  
Eyler and Giles declared that the exposure to 
diverse populations as part of a service-
learning project has an impact on students, 
particularly personal outcomes, such as 
identity development and cultural 
understanding.  Moreover, Eyler and Giles  
also found that the community voice in a 
service- learning project has an impact on 
student cultural understanding.  Finally, 

Greene (1996) and Subramony (2000) all 
concluded that receiving quality feedback  
from instructors or community clients has an 
impact on student’s self reported learning, 
use of skills taught in courses and 
commitment to service. 

 
Conclusions and Recommendations  

 
In conclusion, the degree of cultural 

competence agricultural education and FFA 
achieves is not dependent on any one factor.  
Rather, as Moore (1994) and Haley (1999) 
outlined, attitudes, policies and practice are 
three major arenas where development can 
and must occur if agricultural education and 
FFA is to move toward advancing cultural 
competence.  Attitude must change to 
become less ethnocentric and biased.  Policy 
must change to become more flexible and 
culturally impartial.  Practices must become 
more congruent with the diverse culture of 
the society from initial contact through 
termination. 

As research shows, service- learning is a 
tested authentic learning method of 
instruction that can aid in advancing the 
attitudes, policies and practices around 
cultural competencies (Flannery & Ward, 
1999).  Service-learning is an often practiced 
method that teachers in thousands of schools 
across the country have successfully 
employed to increase student motivation for 
learning and to promote traditional academic 
goals.  At the same time, service- learning 
promotes the broader goals of schooling, 
such as the teaching of citizenship and 
cross-cultural appreciation.  By providing 
opportunities for students to become active, 
positive contributors to society, service-
learning helps them to develop a sense of 
civic and social responsibility.  At the same 
time, they are able to acquire an ethic of 
caring and community connectedness in an 
ever-growing cross-cultural society. 

The time is now appropriate for 
agricultural education to embrace service-
learning as a means of overcoming 
widespread academic and civic 
disengagement among students.  Only then 
can educators be assured of preparing future 
agriculturalists that are both world-class 
learners and world-class citizens. 

It is hoped that this article and the 
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following recommendations will help make 
cross-cultural education through service 
learning available to all agriculture students 
and FFA members.  Three specific 
recommendations are made to achieve the 
broad goal of making cross-cultural 
education through service- learning a 
universal experience in agricultural 
education: 

 
1. Reclaim the public purpose of 

agricultural education. 
Americans support a system of public 

education that will render children the 
knowledge and skills they will need to 
succeed in life and in work, as well as to 
become responsible citizens of our 
democratic society.  Service- learning is 
uniquely poised to teach these civic and 
multicultural virtues.  Nevertheless for 
service- learning to capture the hearts and 
minds of Americans, agricultural educators 
first must reaffirm their commitment to 
education’s public purpose and showcase 
how service is woven into the fabric of 
agricultural education programs.  The 
following steps are essential to achieve this 
goal: 

 
• Foster dialogue about service- learning as a 

strategy to promote the public purpose of 
agricultural education. 

• Expand the definition of student success 
through FFA to include community 
contribution. 

• Coordinate with other school reform 
efforts, like the “No-Child Left Behind” 
initiative, to align multicultural education 
and service- learning efforts through 
agricultural education objectives. 
 
2. Develop a comprehensive system of 

professional development opportunities 
for agricultural educators regarding 
multicultural education and service-
learning.  

Institutions involved in educator 
professional development – including 
agricultural education teacher preparation 
programs, the National FFA Organization, 
and governmental agencies interested in  
advancing agricultural education – should  
 

create a comprehensive and integrated 
system of ongoing professional development 
opportunities.  This system should help 
agricultural educators forge stronger 
linkages between multicultural education, 
service- learning and curriculum.  Specific 
objectives should be to: 

 
• Make multicultural education and 

service- learning part of all pre-service 
preparation and accreditation programs 
for agricultural educators. 

• Provide ongoing in-service professional 
development on multicultural education 
and service-learning for agricultural 
educators at all levels, from novice to 
veteran. 

• Create multi-media and professional 
development resources, including more 
web-based resources and multicultural 
education through service- learning how-
to guides for teachers. 
 
3. Increase policy, program and 

financial support for multicultural 
education and service-learning in 
agricultural education programs and FFA 
activities. 

Policy at all levels must support high-
quality multicultural education and service-
learning experiences in agricultural 
education and FFA activities.  It must be 
aligned with the various cultures, conditions 
and structures of agricultural education.  
National and local agricultural education 
and FFA organizations should develop 
policy, programs and financial support that 
work best in local situations to achieve this 
goal.  This means that they must: 

 
• Expand and leverage existing programs 

and funding streams. 
• Build multicultural education and 

service- learning into all agricultural 
education courses. 

• Fund and expand research to document 
multicultural education and service-
learning outcomes and improve practice. 

• Make multicultural education and 
service- learning research more 
accessible and useful to practitioners so 
that it informs practice. 
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Summary 
 

There is a vast difference between a 
group that merely preaches cross-cultural 
appreciation and a group that lives it.  The 
demographic changes addressing the United 
States and the agricultural industry have 
recognized the importance of cultural issues.  
Secondary agricultural education can lead 
the way in creating more culturally 
competent citizens prepared to work in an 
ever changing global society.  

This article highlights service- learning 
as an authentic learning methodology that 
can be cultivated to advance cross-cultural 
education.  While many resources are 
available to guide the process, developing 
cultural competence continues to cha llenge 
secondary agricultural education. 

The roads that lead to the development 
of educational programs that foster 
culturally competent practices are wide, and 
there is much room for agricultural 
education to contribute to its creativity and 
accomplishments.  However, the dire 
situation facing our youth today, and 
therefore our nation tomorrow, demands that 
we embrace this challenge.  
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