GROWING THE FUTURE
When representatives from the National Ag Science Center (Center)
became aware of another organization’s mobile museum, a seed was
planted, both literally and figuratively. The Center decided to get
their own mobile classroom, called Ag in Motion, in order to “to reach
students with hands-on agricultural science lessons,” says National Ag
Science Center Director Michele Laverty.

“We thought, wouldn’t it be great if we brought the field trip to
the schools?” This would solve a perpetual problem. “Schools
in California are so challenged by budget issues that they can’t
get on buses to go to field trips,” Laverty said.
Since its August 2011 launch, the Ag in Motion mobile lab
has reached more than 7,000 Stanislaus and Merced County
students. When the classroom-on-wheels comes to a school,
students and teachers choose from one of five labs: seed
dispersal, bug and butterfly anatomy, light and photosynthesis,
strawberry DNA extraction, or plant identification via a
dichotomous key. Each class session is taught by a teacher
traveling with the classroom, and then students get the
opportunity to watch career videos designed to motivate
aspiring young scientists. Natalie (a student) and traveling
teacher Jennifer Stolle are pictured in the lab.
The Ag in Motion experience, including instruction and supplies,
is free to participating schools. Rabobank, N.A. contributed
$50,000 toward the $150,000 classroom construction costs,
and some of the bank’s dollars also support the traveling
teacher’s salary. In addition, employees from Rabobank, N.A
volunteer for National Ag Science Center fundraising events
and serve on its board of directors.
When Ag in Motion visited Patterson’s Creekside Middle
School in January, students discussed seeds before tackling a
hands-on lesson.
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“We made a structure and put it in front of a fan, because
we wanted to see how far it would go to disperse seeds,”
explains 13-year-old Harmeet Kaur. She and her lab partner
fashioned a paper airplane that carried lima bean seeds for
42 inches. “It was fun learning more about plants. I didn’t
know there were so many things that actually help plants
reproduce,” Kaur says.
Tom Niblett, a science teacher at Creekside Middle School,
agrees that most schools simply can’t afford to give students
Ag in Motion-type experiences without outside support.
“If teachers want to do a lab of this nature, they are forced to
pay for materials out of their own pockets. Otherwise, the lab
would most likely not happen,” he says. He finds Ag in Motion
particularly important because it introduces students to one
of the region’s main economic drivers - agriculture.
“A lot of our students do not have the life experiences that
give them knowledge about where food actually comes from.
Some of them were shocked that almonds and walnuts are
seeds, or that avocado is a fruit and contains a seed,” he says.
“It is so fun to be standing in the doorway of the mobile
classroom when students walk in. They just light up...They get
totally engaged in science and want to learn more and more,”
Laverty says. “The schools all want us to come back.”

