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ABSTRACT
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MyAgRecord: An Online Career Portfolio Management Tool for
High School Students Conducting Supervised Agricultural Experience Programs

Larry Ermis and John Dillingham, Instructional Materials Service, Texas A&M University

Introduction / Significance
Career portfolios, buzzwords in today's education, are necessary tool kits for high school graduates
entering the workplace. Students enrolled in the agricultural sciences maintain such portfolios, as
they are required to document their classroom and work-based learning activities, including
financial data regarding entrepreneurship enterprises. With increasing demands on their daily class
schedules, such a required record-keeping system has caused hardships on the students. Record
book vendors of the past did little to ease the record-keeping burden, other than to revise the content
or format of record-keeping forms. Improved computer technologies were untapped by agricultural
education leaders until the end of the twentieth century. Computerized disk and CD-ROM versions
of record books have lessened the requirements of "pen and pencil" records, but the majority of the
available templates necessitate patches when record-keeping requirements change. The advent of
web-based or online databases has provided a user-friendly portfolio documentation system that
eliminates both written records and defunct spreadsheets while promoting authentic assessment,
such as maintaining up-to-date résumés. As demands for web-based information resources grow, so
do demands of consumers for using the latest technologies.

Literature Base
Experiential learning has long been an instructional method used to facilitate student learning in
agricultural education. Often, these experiences resulted from the student's Supervised Agricultural
Experience Program (SAEP) (Camp, Fallon, & Clarke, 1999). Traditionally, students were
encouraged to document or "record" significant events related to their SAEPs. These data provided
the information that students used to complete applications for degrees and awards made available
through the FFA. Camp et al. (1999) identified the factor "complete records are maintained by the
students" (p. 167) as one of the most important guides for conducting an "effective" SAEP.
Frequently, the need to maintain "complete records" resulted in students using some form of a
record-keeping journal. Historically, this journal was a paper or "hardcopy" record book.
However, Murphy and Terry (1998) claimed "computer-based telecommunications technologies"
(p. 35) such as "electronic communication, information, and imaging technologies will improve
how we teach in agricultural education settings" (p. 34). Harper (1993) posited, "We cannot expect
students to learn the latest technologies without having active involvement" (p. 10).

Research and Development
A committee of Texas high school teachers of agriscience and Texas Education Agency (TEA)
personnel in 1998 formalized the need to improve the existing SAEP record book. The committee
decided that a revised book should reflect General Accepted Accounting Principles (GAAP) and
Farm Financial System (FFS) procedures, and should also include the essential data necessary for-
students completing the application for the National FFA American FFA Degree. During the 1999-
2000 school year, more than 4,500 revised record books were distributed to Texas and out-of-state
departments participating in a pilot test. Following input from stakeholders (including the National
FFA Organization) about alternate delivery methods to the traditional paper format, and after
further exploring web-delivery options, Instructional Materials Service (IMS), Department of
Agricultural Education, Texas A&M University, decided to develop an online record book. The
Texas Engineering Extension Service (TEEX), part of the Texas A&M University System, was
contracted to develop a "prototype" web-delivered record book based on the newly revised, hard
copy "template." After additional developer beta testing, the electronic record book was pilot tested
in the spring of 2001.
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Findings / Conclusions / Recommendations
IMS, in cooperation with the TEA and TEEX, developed an electronic medium for managing
journal and financial entries of students enrolled in high school agricultural science programs. The
electronic record book became available during the 2001-2002 school year. The electronic record
book is an "anytime and anywhere" management portfolio, provided that the users have access to an
Internet web browser. The record book is available online at http://teexcit.tamu.edu/myagrecord.
User subscriptions (one-year record books) are provided on a departmental basis. System access
requires both a "user ID" and a password. Teachers serve as on-site "administrators." After
requesting subscriptions and their own user IDs and passwords from IMS, teachers add users and
assign books at the administration site (http://teexcit.tamu.edu/myagrecord/admin). Instructors can
obtain additional subscriptions throughout the year and have the online capability to access and
evaluate their students' books, view school account information, and add/archive students as
needed. TEEX's Knowledge Engineering Center (KEC) hosts the record book system, provides the
infrastructure (web servers, database servers, file servers, etc.) to support and maintain the record
book system, and supplies online record book users with technical support. In addition, Computer
Information Services (CIS) at Texas A&M University hosts the "E-MAIL IMS" address link for
users of the electronic record book and the LISTSERV e-records-1 "discussion group" comprised of
teachers subscribed to the service. IMS manages the electronic communications.

Implications and Future Plans
A web-delivered record-keeping system, designed and customized to meet the needs of students
conducting SAEPs, provides teachers with significant opportunities to acquire and use computer-
based telecommunications skills (Murphy & Terry, 1998). Moreover, because acquisition and
mastery of these skills take place within the context of a ubiquitous program component (i.e.,
supervised agricultural experiences), all students benefit. The online record book system
accommodates either PC or Macintosh platforms, which further increases its potential use. The
system does not require locally installed software nor the concomitant need for updating; it only
necessitates a web browser (Explorer or Navigator) and a PDF file viewer (Adobe Acrobat Reader).
Because of the nature of web-delivered technologies, any future system changes should cause
minimal disruption in service when compared to other electronic alternatives, such as replacement
diskettes or CD-ROM upgrades. Students with computer technology backgrounds seem to accept
this latest innovation with open arms, but only if the teachers give them access to the online books.
In a descriptive study to assess in-service education needs of entry-phase agriculture teachers in
Texas, teachers identified the top two "core" competencies "assisting students in preparing for and
succeeding in FFA degree and award programs" and "using the Internet as a teaching tool" for in-
service training (Edwards & Briers, 1999). A system upgrade in Spring 2002 gave users the
capability of generating completed FFA Degree applications from data stored in their electronic
books. This and future enhancements (e.g., link to FFA Proficiency Award applications) are
causing teachers to re-think online record books as career portfolios that "open doors" to their
computer literate students.
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