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Good morning Chairs Grove and Harkins, and members of the Technical Education and Career Readiness 
Subcommittee. Thank you for the opportunity to be here with you today, and thank you for the work you are 
doing to support students across Pennsylvania as they not only grow academically, but also take advantage of 
learning environments where they can apply this new knowledge in ways that help them build a strong 
foundation for their life beyond the classroom.  
 
As the director of student recruitment and activities for the College of Agricultural Sciences at Penn State I 
have the opportunity to work directly with our 3,000 plus undergraduate students and the nearly 2,000 
students who applied to be part of our College this year. As we are home to Pennsylvania’s Extension service I 
also work with our 4-H Educators and members. And for most of my life I have been connected with FFA at the 
local, state and national levels. The goal behind all of these efforts is the same – help young people better 
understand the immense career opportunities available in agriculture and the ways that they can combine 
topics they are passionate about with their educational experience to put them on the path to career success. 
 
I come at this from a very personal perspective, as I grew up in the City of Philadelphia and am a proud 
graduate of a career and technical high school there, W.B. Saul High School of Agricultural Sciences. I am the 
first generation in my family to study agriculture, the first in my family to earn a college degree and I am 
thrilled to say that nearly 25 years after graduating from Saul I am still working in the agriculture industry. In 
fact, for four years I worked for the School District of Philadelphia as their Agriculture Career and Technical 
Education Coordinator, helping city students and agricultural organizations and operations connect. I have 
worked in the public and private sector, serving in state government and also as part of one of the largest 
animal health companies in the world, giving me a rather unique backstory to share with students and families 
when they wonder what type of opportunities there are in agriculture. 
 
The lessons that I carry with me today from my high school experience are rooted in academics, but their 
delivery was through engaged learning where I was applying the theory as it was taught. Of course I didn’t 
recognize that was what was happening at the time – I just knew working in the greenhouses, with the animals 
and in the mechanics shop was pretty cool. Later, as someone working on the administrative side of a career 
and technical education program, I saw how this type of experiential learning was able to spur not just 
academic progress for students, but also help them find an area that they were passionate about and willing to 
work for. 
 
Career and Technical Education (CTE), and specifically Agricultural Education, brings theory and academics to 
life for thousands of young people in ways that are meaningful, relevant and engaging for them. In addition, 
these programs have a massive ripple effect that benefits the local community and the larger agricultural 
industry because students start to develop longer term goals and objectives, and take initiative both inside and 
outside of the classroom. 
 
In high school Agricultural Education programs, students know that missing a day means missing unique 
learning opportunities. At W.B. Saul, this spurred the students to a 90% plus daily attendance rate. And this is 



with students who may travel up to 90 minutes each way to school on public transit. As a big challenge in 
education is getting students to attend and be actively engaged, CTE programs come with increased incentive 
for students to be present in every sense of the word. 
 
As a college recruiter today, I can share that based on students I’ve met with and schools I have visited, CTE 
programs also build a stronger pathway to college than they are generally given credit for. This is something 
we are fostering in the College of Agricultural Sciences by working with Pennsylvania FFA chapters to help 
students better understand the career possibilities connected to their career development events. One of our 
objectives is to make sure students are aware of how they can turn their blue and gold experience into a blue 
and white degree. This is important, because our New Student Orientation survey data tells us that typically up 
to 27% of first year students were FFA members. This includes starting at University Park as well as our other 
19 Commonwealth Campuses.  And for the 2016-17 freshman class we have a growing number of out-of-state 
FFA members coming to Happy Valley, so we know this connection is relevant and meaningful.  
 
We also know that this connection doesn’t happen as organically as we would like. It takes work and 
engagement to help youth in Agricultural Education programs understand the options available to them. 
Whether we are hosting groups at University Park or going to schools to visit Ag classes, it is critical that we 
help everyone involved – from the student to the teacher, counselor, administrator and even school board – 
better understand the diversity of agriculture, the relevance of the industry today and moving forward, and 
the high paying careers available to students. CTE programs are a stepping stone to what’s next in a student’s 
life, whether it is career or some type of further education; our collective challenge is to ensure that when 
something a student is studying or engaged in resonates with them, we are able to help them see the broader 
picture of what that passion can lead to and what their future options are. As I often told the students at W.B. 
Saul, I will support you in whatever your career choice is – as long as it is an active choice on your part. 
 
Beyond high school activities, it is also important that students continue to feel engaged in the areas they are 
studying. In the College of Agricultural Sciences at Penn State this means ensuring that their time in the 
classroom and on our thousands of acres of living, learning laboratories is a springboard to what is next in their 
journey. As 65 to 75% of our graduates go directly into full-time employment after graduation, being able to 
showcase the path from high school to career is very important for us – and a big part of the conversation we 
have with prospective students and their parents.  
 
This all matters because nationally we have more 57,900 career openings each year for students with degrees 
in agriculture, but we’re only filling about 61% of those positions with students trained in the agricultural 
sciences*. With a population approaching 9 billion and increased pressure on all aspects of production 
agriculture and community development, it is imperative we retain the students who already have an affinity 
for the agricultural sciences and help them make informed decisions about their futures and their careers. 
Keeping them in the agricultural sciences also makes economic sense for the students, as agriculture was 
ranked the 5th highest paying degree in the United States by USA Today last year.  
 
Using CTE programs as the gateway to academic proficiency and career success makes sense from educational, 
community development and workforce development standpoints. It also makes sense from a student 
perspective, because you are encouraging students to explore content and areas they are interested in and 
giving them productive ways to learn and earn.  
 
* USDA Employment Opportunities for College Graduates in Food, Agriculture, Renewable Natural Resources, and the Environment, 
U.S. 2015-2020  
 


