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What is Agriculture in the Classroom? 

Agriculture in the Classroom (AITC) is a national program that helps integrate agriculture 

concepts into core subjects like science and social studies. On a national level, the 

National Agriculture in the Classroom Organization functions to organize statewide efforts, 

garner national support, generate funds and funding opportunities, and create resources. 

The National Agriculture in the Classroom Organization holds a conference each year in 

June where hundreds of Agriculture in the Classroom professionals, teachers, and industry 

supporters gather, teach, and support one another. 

 

On a state level, each state may function differently. Some states have programs as a part 

of their state department of agriculture or as part of their land grant institution. Other states 

have programs as a part of their state Farm Bureau organization. Other states, like here in 

Iowa, the Agriculture in the Classroom state contact organization is a separate non-profit 

organization. The Iowa Agriculture Literacy Foundation is this organization in Iowa, and 

serves as the centralized resource for Iowa Agriculture in the Classroom efforts. IALF is 

supported by various commodity groups, agricultural organizations, and individual patrons. 
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On a local level in Iowa, county Farm Bureau organizations have historically spearheaded 

Agriculture in the Classroom efforts. This can vary greatly from county to county, with some 

counties having full or part-time paid coordinators with others using fully volunteer efforts. 

With any system, IALF is available to provide support, guidance, and resources. 

 

As a whole, Agriculture in the Classroom programs are encouraged to follow a set of 

standards put forth by NAITCO called the National Agriculture Literacy Outcomes. These 

standards tie to the science, social studies, and nutrition standards regulated at the state 

level. They help organize the learning of agricultural content to ensure that appropriate 

topics are being studied at each grade level. These standards can be found on the NAITCO 

website at www.agclassroom.org. 

 

At IALF, we often say that we don’t want agriculture to be “one more thing” a teacher 

needs to add to their curriculum. Instead, we want to see agriculture being used as the 

context by which science and social studies concepts are being taught. For example, 

when teaching about plants and plant parts, why not use a soybean plant and talk about 

why soybean plants are important in Iowa? 

 

Great AITC programs can look very different, but with a little bit of planning and 

intentionality, they can all be successful! 
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A common question from AITC coordinators is, “How do I keep students’ attention?” 

Managing students can be a difficult part of classroom presentations, but there are some 

simple things you can do to keep students on their best behavior! 

 

First, be clear with the classroom teacher 

that you expect them to be engaged and 

manage misbehaving students. It should not 

be your role to discipline students. You also 

want the teacher to know what you are 

saying so they can refer back to it in future 

lessons. 

 

Second, adopt an attention-getter. You can 

clap, bring a rattle, tell students to “put a 

bubble in their mouth”, or speak quietly and 

say, “if you can hear me, clap once (twice, 

etc.)”. Use this same attention-getter each 

time and with every presentation. Students will remember it! You can also ask the teacher if 

they have a spot in the room where students know it’s time to learn. This can help students 

focus. 

 

Third, remember to ask questions throughout your program. With younger students, review 

what a question is and appropriate ways to ask and answer questions (save stories for the 

end if there’s time!). Ask some yes/no questions or ask for a show of hands or thumbs-up/

down for quick polls. Ask open-ended questions with older students to let them think 

critically and creatively. Then, give them lots of time to think and answer! Ten seconds is the 

recommended minimum wait time before prompting students with a follow up question! 

You may need to practice your awkward silence tolerance, but you can do it! 

 

Lastly, try to include hands-on activities that include manipulation, movement, or student 

discussion in every lesson. This may look different lesson to lesson, but will keep students 

excited and paying attention. But – remember not to hand out materials before you want 

students to use them in case they get distracted! 

 

Students are goofy, excited, and curious. You will have so much fun working with these 

young people and engaging them with agriculture! 

Tips for Engaging Students 
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There are many different local AITC program structures. Here are a few different options for 

programming structures. Different structures may be best for different areas or different 

goals. Most structures have both pros and cons, but by evaluating the goals of the local 

program, you can best choose which structure can meet those goals.  

 
• Teacher-Directed 

• In terms of truly integrating agriculture into regular classroom instruction, 

teacher-directed may be one of the best options. With this approach, the 

coordinator and teacher discuss what units or topics are coming up in the 

schedule, and work together to decide on what lesson may fit best. 

Coordinators using this approach may use the lessons on the Curriculum 

Matrix, or may spend time creating new lessons. This may be more time-

intensive because of how tailored each program becomes. 
• Grade-Specific 

• In areas where coordinators have very high demand, a grade-specific 

approach is sometimes taken. Second and fourth grades are particularly 

well-suited to this approach, as their standards have great agricultural 

connections.  
• Menu of Programs 

• For coordinators who like tailoring each program, but don’t have time to 

“invent the wheel” each time, something like a menu can be helpful. Find a 

few lessons that meet standards well in each grade you see and compile 

them for a teacher to choose from.  
• Teacher-Oriented 

• A teacher-oriented approach can help reach more students than one in-

classroom presenter can reach. Though classroom presentations are a huge 

part of AITC, it’s great to have classroom teachers also teaching agriculture 

in their regular instruction. With this approach, consider working with 

curriculum coordinators, instructional coaches, and administrators to host 

teacher trainings during regular in-service times. Hosting a summer 

professional development workshop is also a great idea. 
• Event-Based 

• In some areas, particularly where volunteers are heavily relied upon, efforts 

are concentrated on a specific event, fair, or time-period. This could be an 

ag day, ag week, or other similar event. With this approach you won’t 

spend as much time in front of students, but it does still take lots of time in 

terms of coordination and event-planning. 

 

Before choosing which model you’d like to follow, remember that you don’t have to follow 

other program’s styles completely! It’s possible to take pieces from different programs and 

combine them in a new way. Think through your program’s goals and parameters to best 

make a plan of action. 

Program Structure Models 

https://www.iowaagliteracy.org/agriculture-in-the-classroom
https://www.iowaagliteracy.org/agriculture-in-the-classroom
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Festivals and Fairs 

STEM festivals are increasingly popular in the state. Many 

schools, counties, or STEM Hubs organize their own. 

Consider signing up for the email list of the Iowa 

Governor’s STEM Region your county is in to get 

notifications of upcoming events. These events can be a 

great way to interact with youth and families in an out-of-

school setting.  

 

When preparing for a STEM festival or similar family event, 

there are many things to consider. Think about the 

educational value. Does this activity teach about 

agriculture AND science, technology, engineering, and/or 

math? Is this activity engaging and hands-on? Is the 

activity quick? Are the materials easy to obtain and 

prepare? Is it portable? Does it require electricity, water, or 

other infrastructure? If the student takes something with 

them, is it easy to carry or stash in a bag? 

 

Consider also that the students and parents you interact 

with will have very different backgrounds, education, and 

abilities. Are you able to work with these different people so 

they can also be a part of the activity? Think through some 

quick ways you can scale up, scale down, or modify the 

activity for different demographics. 

 

When attending an event, try to avoid simply handing out giveaway items, having an 

unmanned booth, or having a wall of displayed information. The best activities at a festival 

or fair are: 

 

• Quick 

• Cost efficient 

• Easy to prepare 

• Educational 

• Directly tied to agriculture 

• Succinct in message 

• Hands-on 

• Portable 

• Modifiable for age/ability 

• Representative of two or more STEM areas (if for a STEM festival) 

 

The IALF Ag on the Go booklet has several activity ideas perfect for this type of event. Email 

info@iowaagliteracy.org to request a physical booklet, or visit the IALF website under 

Resources, Other, and Links and Downloads to download the PDF. 

https://iowastem.org/
https://iowastem.org/
https://www.iowaagliteracy.org/WebsitePageFile/File/5F19F5ED-2727-490D-A7E0-10C81ABEB0EE/Ag%20on%20the%20Go%20COMPLETE.pdf
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There are many places to get good Agriculture in the Classroom resources! Check out the 

following organizations and their resources: 
 

The National Agriculture in the Classroom Organization has a few key resources. The 

Curriculum Matrix is a collection of lesson plans from across the country that tie to standards, 

include supporting documents, and have a high-quality agriculture connection. The Ag 

Classroom E-Store includes many materials and kits that can be used for lessons on the 

Curriculum Matrix. NAITCO also has grant and award opportunities for classrooms and to 

attend the National Agriculture in the Classroom conference. Find more and explore here. 

Iowa AITC Contacts can be great resources and some even have websites. Check out their 

websites for ideas for your program.  

The American Farm Bureau Foundation for Agriculture has many materials for purchase, 

including high quality agriculture books, teacher guides, Ag Mags, and more. Visit to 

explore. 

Nutrients for Life is an organization that focuses on soil health resources and curriculum. Find 

materials like student readers, lesson plans, and even flash cards on their website: 

www.nutrientsforlife.org. 

The FB Store has Iowa Agriculture in the Classroom materials available for purchase, like tote 

bags, stickers, stress toys, and more. Contact your county Farm Bureau office to place an 

order. 

Iowa PBS has a “Find Iowa” unit that IALF helped develop. Visit that unit here.  

Other Helpful Resources 

Education Jargon 

The education world can seem like it speaks a different language. Here are a few 

buzzwords to help keep you ahead of the game. 

Science phenomenon: A science phenomenon is something that happens in real-life that 

can be explained with science. It is something interesting that can get students to ask ques-

tions that they can investigate. For example, you could show students a picture of plants 

growing towards the sun. This could cause students to ask, “why do plants grow towards the 

sun?” These are used as the start of science lessons. 

Standards: Teachers need to follow standards to ensure students are learning appropriate 

content. Learn more on the next page! 

PD: Professional Development; can either be meetings at school, or courses outside of 

school that earn teachers their teaching license renewal credit. 

STEM: STEM stands for science, technology, engineering, and math. There is a push for an 

increase in education in these areas. 

http://www.agclassroom.org
https://www.agfoundation.org
https://www.iowapbs.org/findiowa/agriculture
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IALF Resources 

The Iowa Agriculture Literacy Foundation has a host of resources and materials you can use 

in your programs. If you need help finding exactly the right thing for you, reach out to us 

and we can help! 

 

• Lesson Plans 

• There are more than 200 lesson plans aligned to Iowa Core Standards on 

the IALF website. Each lesson has all necessary files linked. Lessons are 

always free to download and use. Find lesson plans under the Lesson Plans 

and Iowa Lesson Plans tabs. You can also find the National Agriculture in the 

Classroom’s Curriculum Matrix under Lesson Plans and National Lesson Plans. 

• Publications 

• Iowa Ag Today – elementary, English: Written at a fourth-grade reading 

level, cross-curricular, and tied to standards, this set of six student 

publications is available to order on our website for $0.50 per pack of 25. 

Each pack of 25 comes with a teacher guide complete with discussion 

questions, vocabulary and definitions, pre/post-test, a worksheet, and more. 

• Iowa Ag Today – elementary, Spanish: The English versions have been 

translated into Spanish for emerging bilingual students, as well as other 

foreign language instruction. Request packs of 25 copies free of charge 

from info@iowaagliteracy.org.  

• Iowa Ag Today – middle school: These student magazines are a more 

grown-up version of our elementary issues, written at a seventh-grade 

reading level, and with a more focused subject area. There are currently 

three issues: Culture and Society (social studies connections), Science and 

Agriculture, and Food and Agriculture (family 

and consumer science connections. Request 

packs of 25 copies free of charge from 

info@iowaagliteracy.org. When a new issue is 

released, it will be direct-mailed to the 

appropriate middle school teacher in each 

district. 

• A Bushel of Stories: These books are written by 

students in grades 3-8. Each year the contest has 

a theme that students focus their writing around. 

There are currently two books in the series: 

Hiccup the Wonder Pig and ABC Agriculture. 

Request copies from info@iowaagliteracy.org or 

view digital versions on our website.  

https://www.iowaagliteracy.org/Lesson-Plans/Iowa-Lesson-Plans
https://www.iowaagliteracy.org/Tools-Resources/Publications/Iowa-Ag-Today-Elementary-Edition
mailto:info@iowaagliteracy.org
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• My Family’s Farm book series: Each book in this 

series follows a real-life student around their family’s 

farm. The books are written from the student’s point 

of view and are written at a third grade reading 

level. There are currently seven books in the series: 

My Family’s Beef Farm, My Family’s Pig Farm, My 

Family’s Apple Farm, My Family’s Egg Farm, My 

Family’s Wind Farm, My Family’s Dairy Farm, and My 

Family’s Turkey Farm. Each book has two 

corresponding lesson plans on the IALF website. 

Request copies to be used for an educational 

purpose free of charge from 

info@iowaagliteracy.org. When a new book is 

released, it will be direct-mailed to every third grade 

teacher in the state. Digital copies are also 

available on the website. 

• Grants and Awards 

• Teacher Supplement Grant: This grant program is open to all pre-k-12th grade 

teachers, district home school assistant programs (HSAP), and librarians in 

the state of Iowa who are looking to incorporate more agriculture into their 

classroom and library. Teachers may receive up to $250 in funding for 

projects with clear connections to core standards, agriculture topics, and 

that have good impact and depth-of-learning. Grant applications open in 

late fall and are due in early spring. Find applications and more information 

on the IALF website under Resources and Grants. 

• Excellence in Teaching About Agriculture Award: This award opportunity is 

open to any Iowa teacher that incorporates agriculture into their classroom 

instruction. Teachers can self-nominate or nominate a colleague for this 

prestigious award. Nominated teachers fill out an application and supply 

other supporting documents. The 

winning teacher will receive $500 

as well as up to $1000 of their travel 

expenses paid to attend the 

National Agriculture in the 

Classroom Conference. Winners will 

be recognized at this conference, 

and will be submitted in the 

National Excellence in Teaching 

About Agriculture Award 

competition. State applications 

open up in the fall and are 

awarded in the winter. 

 

 

 

mailto:info@iowaagliteracy.org
https://www.iowaagliteracy.org/Tools-Resources/General/Grants
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• Student Competitions 

• Gobble Up! Turkey Marketing Competition: This 

competition is open to third-12th grade classrooms in 

Iowa. There are three age divisions (elementary, middle 

school, and high school), with each division having 

slightly different rules. Final projects will showcase an 

interesting turkey recipe or product and a marketing 

plan or advertisement for that product. The competition opens in early 

September, projects are due in early November, and winners are 

announced by Thanksgiving. The top three projects in each division will 

receive cash prizes and printed certificates. Find more information on the 

IALF website 

• High Steaks! Beef Marketing Competition: This contest is similarly structured 

to Gobble Up!, but focuses on beef and opens in December, projects are 

due in March, and winners are announced in April. The top three projects in 

each division will receive cash prizes and printed certificates. Find more 

information on the IALF website. 

• Bushel of Stories: This writing competition is open to students in grades 3-8. 

The contest opens in late August, submissions are due in late February, and 

winners will be announced in early April. Students write a story based on the 

yearly theme, and the first-place books in each division (elementary and 

middle school) will be illustrated and published. More information on the 

IALF website. 

• Pizza-Thon: Students in grades K-5 create a pizza based on the yearly 

theme. They then explain where ingredients came from, and the winning 

class from each division (K-2 and 3-5) gets a pizza party! This contest opens 

in early December and submissions are due in early February. More 

information on the IALF website. 

• Lending Library 

• IALF has a collection of books, DVDs, kits, posters, games, props, and more 

that are free to check out and use. Find the full list of materials on the 

website under Resources and Lending Library. To request materials, email 

info@iowaagliteracy.org. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.iowaagliteracy.org/tools-resources/general/for-students
https://www.iowaagliteracy.org/tools-resources/general/for-students
https://www.iowaagliteracy.org/tools-resources/general/for-students
https://www.iowaagliteracy.org/tools-resources/general/for-students
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• Implementation Support 

• FarmChat®: FarmChat® is a virtual field trip, where students can stay in their 

classroom and video chat live with a farmer or agribusiness about what’s 

happening at their operation. Students can get live looks in livestock barns, 

tour industry buildings, and even ride along in tractors and other 

implements! IALF can help provide guidance on the best practices, tips, and 

support for getting these programs going. Examples are available on our 

website. 

• Journey 2050: This is an online or in-app gaming platform and education 

curriculum made by Nutrien and gifted to the National Agriculture in the 

Classroom Organization. It follows farmers in Canada, Kenya, and India and 

analyzes the sustainability practices farmers make every day. IALF provides 

training sessions for leading these programs. Those who are trained and 

show evidence of implementation can be reimbursed for mileage to the 

program.  

• Professional Development 

• For teachers: IALF is present at many of the places teachers find their 

professional development. IALF staff can present at teacher in-service days, 

teaching conferences, and also hosts two-day workshops in the summer 

with the help of local hosts. Online courses are also offered during the 

school year. 

• For AITC professionals: Every fall, IALF hosts a statewide Agriculture in the 

Classroom learning conference. Attendees hear from speakers, participate 

in hands-on activities, hear about what’s new in AITC, and receive further 

training and inspiration. Look for an email from Melissa Anderson in early fall 

to save the date and RSVP. IALF is also available for on-demand meetings 

and trainings. 

• Seeds 

• IALF receives seeds from Corteva Agriscience to be used in education. Seed 

types may vary, but can include corn, soybeans, sunflower, sorghum, 

alfalfa, canola, and others. Email info@iowaagliteracy.org to request. 

https://www.iowaagliteracy.org/tools-resources/other/farmchat
https://www.journey2050.com/
mailto:info@iowaagliteracy.org
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Connecting Programs to Standards 

If you have a previous background in education, you may know that what teachers teach 

is dictated by standards set at the state and national level. The Iowa Core applies to all 

subject areas and 21st century skills.  

 

The state of Iowa has adopted Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS) as the Iowa 

Core Science standards. This means that any state that uses NGSS uses the same science 

standards as Iowa. Iowa has built its own social studies standards, but they built them within 

the C3 framework that is nationally recognized. 

 

As an agriculture literacy organization, IALF and NAITCO also follow the National Agriculture 

Literacy Outcomes (NALOs). These standards help us break down learning so students are 

discovering appropriate agricultural content as they continue through school. These align 

well to national and state standards, and are aligned appropriately on all IALF and NAITCO 

lesson plans. You can find the NALOs at www.agclassroom.org. 

 

Lesson plans written in Iowa are aligned to Iowa Core Stands and 21st Century Skills. Lesson 

plans available on the NAITCO Curriculum Matrix are aligned to NGSS, the C3 social studies 

framework, Common Core math, and Common Core English Language Arts. 

 

To find the full listings of Iowa Core standards, visit www.iowacore.gov. If the full standards 

are proving too daunting, consider looking into the Parent Guide that gives an educational 

summary of what a student should know by 

the end of each grade. 

 

The IALF staff is also available to help align 

program content to standards.  

https://www.socialstudies.org/standards/c3
http://www.iowacore.gov
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Promotional Resources 

When starting a new program, you likely want to look the part! Branding can be an 

important aspect in looking professional and gaining trust from teachers. Here’s a cheat 

sheet for where to find resources: 

 

• Iowa Agriculture in the Classroom logo: email info@iowaagliteracy.org for digital file 

• County specific Agriculture in the Classroom logo: email info@iowaagliteracy.org for 

digital file 

• Business cards: Contact the Farm Bureau Print Shop, printingcenter@insidefb.com 

• AITC Promo Sheet Template: email Chrissy at crhodes@iowaagliteracy.org for digital file 

• Nametags: American Marketing, 440 East Grand, Des Moines, IA 50309, 515-282-6203 
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Writing a Mission Statement 

“The Iowa Agriculture Literacy Foundation mission is to educate Iowans with a focus on 

youth regarding the breadth and global significance of agriculture.” 

 

When building a new Agriculture in the Classroom program, it is important to have goals. 

Start by thinking big picture and writing a mission statement. What is your organization? 

What is it you wish to accomplish? Think either individually or with a few key constituents to 

help formulate this mission. It should help direct your overall program and let others know 

your purpose. 

 

Think about it: What are some key pieces of your program? Jot these down to begin 

formulating your mission.  Review the Logic Model for Agricultural Literacy Programming on 

the next page for ideas. 

 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Setting Program Goals 

Once you have a mission, you can start making individual goals. Some programs work with 

their board to develop big, year-end goals (think of these as stretch goals), and then 

formulate several smaller SMART goals to help achieve them. 

 

The SMART goal formula is a great way to make sure your goal is good. Think, is this goal 

specific, measurable, attainable, realistic, and time-bound? If so, you have a SMART goal. 

Some examples of a SMART goal might be: 

 

• To host five library programs in my county next summer using agricultural books 

and a hands-on activity. 

 

• To increase our Facebook page following by 30% by the end of the calendar year.  

 

• To attend five teacher in-service days in my county by the end of the semester to 

introduce myself, my program, and network with teachers. 

 

Think about it: What might one stretch goal for your program be? One SMART goal? 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Record Keeping 

Keeping records of your programs and impact can be an important part in funding your 

program and illustrating to your constituents how their funds are being used. IALF also 

reaches out to all AITC contacts at the end of the calendar year for their program numbers 

so they can have an accurate picture of Iowa Agriculture in the Classroom impact. These 

numbers are also submitted to the NAITCO for record keeping and funding opportunities. 

 

Consider recording each of the following areas: 

• Date of program 

• Event title 

• Activity, lesson, or topic covered 

• Location or school 

• Event type (classroom visit, family 

night, library event, etc.) 

• Audience 

• Elementary students reached 

• Secondary students reached 

• Adults reached 

• Elementary teachers reached 

• Secondary teachers reached 

 

IALF uses an excel form to track their numbers in a similar way. If you would like an excel 

template to track your outreach, please email info@iowaagliteracy.org. 

 

This data is largely quantitative. It helps outside supporters see your impact. However, 

qualitative data is also helpful, especially in storytelling. Keep notes of what students tell you 

after the lesson. Write down what positive (or negative) feedback you hear from teachers. 

Remember to also take pictures with the teacher’s permission! Pictures are worth a 

thousand words and can be a helpful piece in your AITC program story. Use these to 

develop your program, and to tell the story of your program’s impact.  
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Contact Information 

Iowa Agriculture Literacy Foundation 

5400 University Ave, West Des Moines, IA 50266 

www.IowaAgLiteracy.org | info@iowaagliteracy.org 

Kelly Foss 

Executive Director 

kfoss@iowaagliteracy.org 

515-331-4182  

Cathryn Carney 

Education Program Manager        

ccarney@iowaagliteracy.org 

515-331-4183 

Chrissy Rhodes 

Education Program Coordinator  

crhodes@iowaagliteracy.org 

515-331-4181 

Melissa Anderson 

Administrative Assistant 

manderson@iowaagliteracy.org 

515-225-5462 
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Thank you for your work in 

agriculture literacy and 

Agriculture in the Classroom! 

5400 University Ave, West Des Moines, IA 50266 

www.iowaagliteracy.org | info@iowaagliteracy.org | 515-331-4181 


