
Compelling Careers in Agriculture 
Grade Level: 4-8 

Lesson Overview 
Ask most kids how many agricultural careers they can name, and they are likely to say, 
“Farmer, rancher... um, I can’t think of anything else.” As a result, many young people 
cannot see themselves in an agricultural career. This activity will introduce students to 
compelling careers in the ag industry. 

Student Objectives 
1. Recognize that our safe and abundant food supply is dependent on technology 

that is undergoing constant advancement. 

2. Name at least one agricultural career in each of seven pathways below: 
• Agricultural Business 
• Agricultural Mechanics 
• Animal Science 
• Environmental Services 
• Food Science 
• Natural Resources 
• Plant Science 

3. Describe one agricultural career in detail, including key features of the profession 
as well as education, skills and background needed to prepare for this career. 

Materials 
 package of a corn-based snack, such as corn chips or corn-based cheese puffs 
 Harvesting Corn: Then and Now information sheet 
 20 Careers Needed to Create a Combine descriptive list 
 combine photo 
 Career Quest worksheet 
 sample agricultural job listings 
 markers and posterboard or access to computers with design apps (e.g., Canva 

or Adobe Illustrator) 
Vocabulary 

• combine - a self-propelled machine that cuts, threshes, and cleans grain crops. 
Combines have different front attachments called heads or headers which are 
designed for harvesting specific crops. Corn is harvested with a corn head; wheat 
and soybeans require a reel-type head known as a grain platform. (“Combine” is 
pronounced with the accent on the first syllable, which rhymes with “Tom”.) 



 

Background Information 
Global population continues to grow, and everyone has to eat. However, climate change 
and loss of farmland strain our ability to produce food sustainably. This may seem to 
most like a challenge faced only by farmers and ranchers, when in fact, it takes people 
in hundreds of professions to keep our food systems functioning. One in six jobs in the 
United States is related to agriculture, and the need for people trained to work in those 
positions is ever-growing.  
Procedure 

1. Show the class a package of a corn-based snack, such as corn chips or corn-
based cheese puffs. (If appropriate and/or allowed, you could distribute single-
serving bags of a corn-based snack for students to eat.) 

2. Point out the fact that the main ingredient in the snack is corn. Invite students to 
speculate as to where the corn came from, and how it made it from the farm to 
their hands. 

3. Display the combine photo included in this lesson. Ask students, “What is this 
machine called, and what does it have to do with you?” 

• It is called a combine (pronounced COM●bine) 
• Many of the foods we consume--like the snack we just discussed/ate-- 

include grains harvested with a combine, such as bread made from wheat 
or chips made from corn. 

4. Now ask the class, “How many people in what kinds of careers do you think were 
involved in developing this combine for farmers to use to harvest the grain that 
ends up in our food?” Prompt discussion by pointing out some of the many 
elements of the machine: wheels, auger arm, painting and labeling design, etc. 

5. Using the Harvesting Corn: Then and Now information sheet, discuss how 
harvesting methods have changed over time. What has changed about the 
machines used? What has changed about the time it takes to harvest corn? 

6. Distribute copies of Illinois Agriculture in the Classroom’s Career Ag Mag or 
project this interactive version for the class to see: https://bit.ly/3hZwHwJ Allow 
students time to review the Ag Mag, then review: 

• “How many career areas are available within agriculture?” (Over 250)  
• “What are the seven segments into which agricultural jobs can be 

organized?” (plant sciences, animal sciences, agricultural mechanics, 
agricultural business, environmental services, food science, and natural 
resources) 

• “About how many people in Illinois are working in agriculture-related 
jobs?” (almost 1 million) 

https://bit.ly/3hZwHwJ


7. Project https://www.agcareers.com/career-profiles/ for the class to see (or have 
students visit the site on their own devices). Explore and discuss the seven 
career pathways shown. As each pathway is discussed, ask if any students have 
parents working within that type of occupation (whether in an ag-related career or 
not). Invite students to share what they know about their parent’s career. 

8. Refer back to the discussion of how many people in different careers it took to 
create and provide the combine to the farmer. Distribute copies of the 20 Careers 
Needed to Create a Combine descriptive list. Talk about several of the careers 
listed, discussing which of the seven pathways each might belong to and how 
that career might be connected to making the machine. 

9. Ask students to review the careers shown on their list and circle five that they 
would be interested in learning more about. 

10. Divide the students into pairs. Each pair of students should choose three careers 
from their combined list of 10 and rank them from 1-3. 

11. Students should then work together to research their #1 ranked career, using the 
Career Quest worksheet as a guide. If they have difficulty finding information on 
their #1 ranked career, they may move to their next-ranked choice instead. They 
should begin their research using the following websites: 
 

• AgCareers.com Career Profiles https://www.agcareers.com/career-profiles/  

• Ag Career Websites, Illinois Agricultural Education and FFA 
https://www.ilaged.org/ag-career-websites 

• Ag Explorer, National FFA https://agexplorer.ffa.org/  

• USDA Living Science https://www.agriculture.purdue.edu/usda/careers/  

12. Using sample job listings as examples and their completed Career Quest 
worksheet as a source of information, each pair of students should create a 
“Wanted” poster advertising a position available in their chosen career. Each 
poster should 1) contain a visual that makes the career more understandable, 
e.g., worker in career or setting in which career takes place, 2) be readable from 
a distance, and 3) demonstrate correct writing mechanics. Visuals may be 
drawings, magazine pictures, computer graphics, etc. 

13. When the Wanted posters have been completed, ask each group of students to 
give a presentation on their findings. 

14. Display Wanted posters in school hallways so that other students can learn about 
the career opportunities available within agriculture. 
 

 

https://www.agcareers.com/career-profiles/
https://www.agcareers.com/career-profiles/
https://www.ilaged.org/ag-career-websites
https://agexplorer.ffa.org/
https://www.agriculture.purdue.edu/usda/careers/


Extension Activities 
1. Have students choose another agricultural career and create job listings that 

clearly describe the nature of the career as well as education and experience 
required.  

2. Conduct a mock “Career Fair” in which students prepare to interview and be 
interviewed by other classmates for various ag-related careers. 

Additional Resources 
• Tassel to Table lesson coordinates well with this lesson. 

 

Standards 
Illinois Science Standard  

MS-PS2-2. Plan an investigation to provide evidence that the change in an object’s 
motion depends on the sum of the forces on the object and the mass of the object. 

 
Illinois English Language Arts Standard 

RST.6-8.1 Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of science and technical 
texts.  

 

 

The Multidisciplinary AGricultural Integrated Curriculum 
(mAGic) was created in 2004 under the leadership of 
the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) and the 
Facilitating Coordination in Agricultural Education 
Project (FCAE). Funding was made available through 
the FCAE grant budget from the agricultural education 
line item of the ISBE budget.  This revision, as printed, 
was developed in September 2021.  

These mAGic lessons are designed to bring agriculture to life in your classroom. They 
address the Illinois Learning Standards in math, science, English language arts and 
social studies. 

Machines mAGic project update writers/reviewers: Rhodora Collins – Dekalb County; 
Suzi Myers – Kane County; Connie Niemann – Montgomery County; Debbie Ruff – 
Livingston County; Jennifer Waters – Sangamon County; and Dawn Weinberg – 
Hancock County. 

 



20 Careers Needed to Create a Combine 
Accountants manage, analyze and control 
financial accounts for businesses or individuals. 

Ag Mechanics Teachers instruct students on 
topics related to mechanics in agriculture 
including welding, building structures, fencing, 
concrete and masonry, and use and repair of 
farm tools and implements. 

Agricultural Corporation Executives direct 
corporate programs and manage financial and 
personnel decisions; ultimately responsible for 
corporation feasibility and profitability. 

Agricultural Engineers design and develop 
systems, equipment and products for 
agricultural production, food and feed 
processing, natural resources, conservation, 
environmental protection, etc. 

Agricultural Mechanics specialize in repairing 
and maintaining diesel engines used to power 
buses, trucks, locomotives, construction 
machinery, and farm and highway equipment. 

Agricultural Safety Engineers develop, 
inspect, or construct safety projects and 
programs to prevent, eliminate, or control 
unsafe agriculture work environments. 

Agricultural Supply Sales Representatives 
market agricultural supplies to dealers of these 
products. 

Commercial Photographers take photos of 
merchandise, architecture and scenery for 
advertising and sales purposes. 

Computer Operators operate computer 
hardware equipment to process business, 
scientific, engineering, or other data stored. 

Computer Programmers write and edit 
computer programs for specific purposes; 
usually contracted by a company or individual to 
write programs based on customer needs. 

Farm Equipment Dealers sell and service farm 
machinery and equipment. 

Graphic Designers create and construct 
graphics for use in marketing, computer 
software, and other illustrative areas. 

Machinists use hand tools and machine tools 
to produce components to exact specifications 
for industrial machines, aircraft, automobiles, 
and other manufactured goods. 

Public Relations Representatives build, 
maintain, and promote positive relationships 
between an organization and the public it 
serves. 

Purchasing Managers buy raw materials, 
machinery, equipment, supplies, and services 
required by business, industry, or government 
to produce goods or offer services. 

Science and Technical Writers prepare 
instruction manuals, articles, reports, proposals, 
and sales literature on technical and scientific 
subjects. 

Technical Illustrators lay out and draw 
pictures and diagrams for sales literature and 
owner’s manuals. 

Technical Service Representatives deal 
directly with customers in handling their 
technical difficulties with computers and 
software. 

Training Managers use a planned program to 
prepare employees for promotion to 
management positions. 

Welders join and fuse two or more metals or 
other material by applying heat, pressure, or a 
related process. 
 

Source: National FFA Organization, © 2006

  



  



Harvesting Corn: Then and Now 
 

In the early 1900’s, corn was harvested by hand, then shelled later by hand or by a horse- 
powered mechanical device. 
 

 
Using a team of horses and wagon, the farmer and family 
members often worked together to bring in the crop from 
the fields. Each ear of corn was picked by hand, using a 
metal husking hook or husking peg, strapped over a glove 
or mitten. The leather straps could be adjusted to fit an 
individual's hand, either for an adult or child. 
 
 
 

 
With smooth, swift movements, the 
person cut each ear of corn from the 
stalk, removed the husk and threw it 
into a wagon, pulled by a team of 
horses. A bang board was attached to 
the top, far side of the wagon, to stop 
and drop the thrown ears of corn. As 
the farmer walked up and down the 
rows of corn, his team of horses moved 
alongside him, pulling the wagon. 
 
 

      
 Photo courtesy of Clayton Spratt 
 

 
Each wagonload of corn was brought up to the 
farmyard and put in a corncrib. The crib was a 
building with slatted sides, used to store and dry 
corn. Two full wagons of corn, husked and in the 
corncrib, were considered a good day's work for 
one farmer. 
 
 

 
Text and drawings copyright 2000, Carolyn Splear Pratt, as seen at www.growingseasons.com. Used 
with permission. For more reflections on farm life in the early 1900’s, see Growing Seasons by Elsie Lee 
Splear, ISBN 0-399-23460-8.

http://www.growingseasons.com/
http://www.growingseasons.com/


In 1946, the first self- 
propelled corn picker was 
introduced by Massey- 
Harris. With this machine,  
corn no longer had to be 
picked by hand, but it still 
had to be shelled afterwards. 

The image here is a 1951 
advertisement for a Massey- 
Harris self-propelled corn 
picker. It claims it “picks 
more corn than 15 men using 
old-fashioned methods.” The 
wagonload of ears behind 
the picker shows that this 
machine did not shell the 
corn. A corn head 
attachment finally became 
available in the mid-1950’s, 
making it possible for corn to 
be harvested and shelled by 
the same machine. 
Image Source: www.adclassix.com 

 
 

 
Today, combines 
can harvest over 
100 acres of corn in 
an 8-hour day. GPS 
(global positioning 
system) receivers 
on each machine 
allow the combines 
to steer themselves, 
and yield monitors 
mean farmers can 
constantly track 
yields (amount of 
crop harvested). 
Image © CNH Industrial 
America LLC.  

http://www.adclassix.com/


Name _________________________ 

Career Quest 
Use the following websites to answer the questions as they relate to the career you 
have chosen to research. 

• Ag Explorer, National FFA https://agexplorer.ffa.org/  
• USDA Living Science https://www.agriculture.purdue.edu/usda/careers/  
• Ag Career Websites, Illinois Agricultural Education and FFA 

https://www.ilaged.org/ag-career-websites  
 

1. What is the name of this occupation? 

 

2. What are the duties or responsibilities of this job? 

 

 

 

3. What skills are needed for this job? 

 

 

 

4. What type of personality is needed for this job? 

 

 

 

5. What physical requirements or limitations are associated with this job? 

 

 

 

6. What educational background is required? 

 

  

https://agexplorer.ffa.org/
https://www.agriculture.purdue.edu/usda/careers/
https://www.ilaged.org/ag-career-websites


7. What courses should be taken in high school to prepare for this career? 

 

 

 

8. What is the best type of post-secondary (after high school) education or training—
trade/vocational, junior college, college/university, or apprenticeship—to pursue in 
order to gain the necessary skills and preparation for this career? 

 

 

 

9. In your view, what are some positive aspects of this job? 

 

 

 

10. In your view, what are some negative aspects of this job? 

 

 

 

11. How does this profession help to better society? 

 

 

 

12. What is the demand for people in this position today? 

 

 

 

13. What is the outlook for this job in the future? 

 

 



  



 



  



 


