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Summary:  
 
Looking at the challenges facing America’s aging agricultural base, National Family Farm 
Coalition’s (NFFC) Local Foods Subcommittee requested the creation of a report focusing on 
how NFFC members can connect with mentoring opportunities targeted at supporting young 
farmers. This toolkit is the product of a five-month long research project that included 
interviewing staff of 21 organizations that coordinate or facilitate mentoring opportunities for 
beginning farmers across the U.S. Sustaining Family Farming Through Mentoring includes:  an 
introduction to beginning farmer issues; a research project that explored the strategies and 
challenges of mentoring organizations; a compilation of resources for experienced farmers 
interested in becoming mentors; and a directory of mentoring organizations. This toolkit seeks to 
connect NFFC members with mentoring organizations in their area as well as to deepen 
understanding of the role of mentoring organizations in the local food movement.  
 
A few major highlights of the toolkit:  
 

• Beginning farmers face significant barriers to entering agriculture including:  access 
to affordable land; high start-ups costs; market access; risk management; health 
insurance; and lack of experience. 
 

• There has been an upsurge in mentoring programs due to the creation of the 
Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development Grant in the 2008 Farm Bill as well as 
an increased commitment to beginning farmer issues by state governments and 
funders. 

 
• Surveyed mentoring organizations cited four key successful strategies for managing a 

successful mentoring program:  providing incentives for mentors; a thorough 
application process; building local networks; and flexibility.    
 

• Surveyed mentoring organizations cited five major challenges confronting their 
program:  funding; finding an appropriate match; legal issues; proprietary knowledge; 
and generational gaps in communication styles. 

 
• 18 out of 21 respondents felt that their mentoring program had helped sustain family 

farming. 
 

Mentoring programs play an important role in strengthening the local foods movement by 
bringing new, diverse producers into agriculture. NFFC members can further support the local 
foods movement by partnering with mentoring organizations in their regions and encouraging 
local producers to participate in mentoring programs. In addition supporting and participating in 
mentoring organizations, NFFC members should continue to advocate for policies that help 
beginning farmers build equity, provide a safety net, and increase market access through 
supporting the local foods movement.  
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Introduction: The Purpose of this Toolkit 
 
 This toolkit was designed at the request of 
the Local Foods Committee of the National 
Family Farm Coalition (NFFC). It seeks to 
continue exploring issues identified in the report 
created by Eric Hoffman, a previous Emerson 
National Hunger Fellow, who was placed with 
NFFC in the spring of 2009. His report, Barriers 
to Local Food Marketing:  A Survey of National 
Family Farm Coalition Members, identified 
mentoring programs as a key issue area for NFFC 
members in their efforts to support the local food 
movement.  
 In Barriers to Local Food Marketing, a 
key conclusion was the limited access of many 
NFFC members to mentoring programs in their 
communities. (See Figure 1.) This toolkit stems 
from the recommendations made in Barriers to 
Local Food Marketing and seeks to explore the 
nature of mentoring programs nationally and their 
common strategies and challenges. Section 1 
presents an introduction to beginning farmer 
issues. Section 2 presents the findings of research 
conducted by NFFC that included a survey of a 
diverse range of mentoring programs. Section 3 
provides tools for experienced farmers interested 
in mentoring on their farms. Section 4 includes a 
directory of mentoring programs that NFFC 
members can use to find mentoring programs in 
their region that can support their farmer 
members.  
 

 
 
Figure 1: The access of NFFC members to mentoring 
programs in their community. (Hoffman, 2009) 

Section 1: Beginning Farmers 
 
Aging U.S. Farmers 

The face of family farming in the United 
States is aging. As land values rise, price volatility 
continues to intensify, and the price of inputs and 
equipment soar, the barriers preventing young 
farmers from entering agriculture are becoming 
increasingly insurmountable. In 1970 the average 
age of a farmer was 50 years old. As of 2007, the 
average age of a farmer is 57 with 25% of all U.S. 
farmers over the age of 651. This upsurge in the 
average age of farmers reflects the changing 
nature of agriculture in which aging farmers are 
able to continue farming past retirement by renting 
out land, hiring additional labor, and placing land 
in conservation programs. These factors, however, 
do not reflect many of the growing challenges 
facing beginning farmers, preventing them from 
becoming successful agricultural producers and 
the U.S. agricultural base. 
 
Definition of Beginning Farmers and Ranchers  
 Beginning farmers and ranchers, as defined 
by the United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA), are farm or ranch operators who have 
operated a farm or ranch for ten years or less. The 
10-year rule applies to all operators within a farm 
or ranch. This definition does not differentiate 
between beginning farmers and ranchers who are 
providing for their household residence and those 
whose farm and ranch operations are commercial 
enterprises.  
 The USDA definition of beginning farmers 
and ranchers is critical, because it delineates who 
is and is not a beginning farmers and ranchers and 
therefore who is or is not eligible for programs 
targeted toward beginning farmers and ranchers. 
In some ways, the USDA definition is very 
inclusive in that it incorporates beginning farm 
and ranch operators whose operations are 
exclusively personal and not commercial. This 
definition, however, does not appreciate the 
                                                 
1 Ahern, M. and Newton D. Beginning Farmers and 
Ranchers. USDA. May 2009.  
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sizable body of individuals who are not yet 
principal operators of farms and ranches, but are 
exploring agriculture as a potential livelihood.  
These “explorers” may be interns, apprentices or 
farm workers on established farmers or ranchers. 
The USDA definition does not include these 
individuals and are therefore currently ineligible 
for USDA beginning farmer programs. The 
limited USDA beginning farmer definition can 
inhibit the agencies ability to provide services and 
support for these early “explorers” as they make 
the resource intensive and difficult transition to 
managing their own operations.  
  

 
         Photo Taken by Troy Freund 
 
 
Who are beginning farmers and what role do they 
play in U.S. Agriculture? 
 Beginning farmers are the principal 
operators on 22% of U.S. farms, but only account 
for 10% of the total agricultural production and 
cultivate less than 10% of total agricultural land. 
The characteristics of beginning farms explain 
why beginning farmers operate one-fifth of U.S. 
farms but only account for one-tenth of its 
agricultural production. Farms managed by 
beginning farmers are typically smaller with an 
average farm size of 174 acres as compared to the 
average size of an established farm, which is 461 
acres. Beginning farmers tend to rely more heavily 
on off-farm income to supplement on-farm 
earnings. In actuality, the majority of beginning 
farmers lost money on their farm operations in 

2007. Established farmers and beginning farmers 
are equally likely to own land, but beginning 
farmers, generally, carry a heavier debt load 
associated with land ownership. In addition to this 
higher debt load, the net worth of farms owned by 
beginning farmers is significantly lower than the 
average worth of established farms at $428,894 as 
compared to $840,125.  

Beginning farmers are also more likely to 
be female, non-white or Hispanic than established 
farmers. This demographic difference between 
established and beginning farmers means that 
many beginning farmers are more likely to face 
discrimination and/or marginalization. 
Additionally, not all beginning farmers are young 
and choosing farming as their first career. Many 
beginning farmers are entering agriculture later in 
life, becoming the primary operator of their 
family’s farm after other careers, or farming as a 
transition to retirement. It is important to 
appreciate this diversity in age when designing 
programs that seek to support beginning farmers. 

 
 
Challenges Facing Beginning Farmers 
 Beginning farmers face a number of 
significant challenges when starting an enterprise: 
access to affordable land; high start-ups costs; 
market access; risk management; health insurance; 
and lack of experience. The availability of 
affordable land is variable by region with less 
access to affordable land near urban centers. 
Urbanization, which inflates land prices, can 
disproportionately harm beginning farmers, 
because beginning farmers are more reliant on off-
farm income and specialized markets which are 
more available in urban areas. Additionally, 
beginning farmers often struggle to attain 
appropriate credit to purchase land and/or 
equipment. Many creditors require three years of 
production data as well as asset minimums that 
can be prohibitive for beginning farmers. The 
USDA has attempted to address this credit access 
issue through various programs, which will be 
discussed in the next section.  
 The transition from part-time to full-time 
farmer or rancher for many beginning producers 
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can be very difficult due to market access issues 
and difficulties reaching a scale of production 
large enough to provide sufficient household 
income. Many beginning farmers choose to 
market their goods in specialized, higher value 
markets. These specialized markets can offer 
beginning farmers a premium for their product but 
also require a considerable investment of time by 
the producer and can be inconsistent or 
inaccessible, depending on their location. 
 Risk management is essential to insuring 
the success of any of farming enterprise. However, 
the risk management tools available within the 
U.S. do not sufficiently safeguard the type of 
farms generally managed by beginning farmers. 
The Federal government offers a number of 
programs that help farmers manage risk. These 
programs, which include disaster relief and crop 
insurance, often do not serve the specialized needs 
of many beginning farmers. The crop insurance 
program will only insure crops based on their 
commodity prices, not appreciating the premium 
price that many beginning farmers receive for 
their goods in a specialized market due to organic 
certification, direct marketing, or other value-
adding strategies. Additionally these programs 
cover a limited number of crops, meaning that less 
traditional products are not even recognized within 
the scope of risk management through USDA. 
These deficiencies in the risk management 
programs do not exclusively harm beginning 
farmers, but due to the types of farms typically 
managed by beginning farmers this is a significant 
challenge for this type of producer. Without a set 
of robust risk management programs or 
mechanisms such as reserves to help farmers self-
insure many beginning farmers are in jeopardy 
after one or two bad seasons.  

Many beginning farm and ranching 
enterprises are in precarious positions in relation 
to risk management, market access, and credit. 
This vulnerability is reflected in the survival rate 
of farms that were started during the period of 
1978-1982; by 1997 only 19% of these farms were 

still in operation2. Agriculture is an inherently 
risky enterprise, and without fair prices, market 
access and sufficient safety nets in place to 
support beginning farmers the success of these 
new producers will be limited.  
 Farming and ranching is not just 
financially risky but also risky for the wellbeing of 
the ranchers and farmers who produce food and 
fiber. The Bureau of Labor Statistics ranked 
farming and ranching as the fifth most dangerous 
occupation with 293 occupational deaths in 20073. 
This statistic does not appreciate the countless 
non-fatal injuries that farmers and ranchers 
experience every year as well as the deaths which 
are not appropriately attributed. If a farmer or 
rancher does not have health insurance, a single 
accident can lead to crushing medical debt and 
bankruptcy. The issue of no health coverage or 
inadequate coverage is relevant to established and 
beginning farmers. In many farming and ranching 
families an off-farm job within the family 
provides the health insurance coverage. The surge 
of lay-offs in 2008 and 2009 left many farm and 
ranch families without coverage and vulnerable to 
accumulating significant medical debt, 
jeopardizing their operations. Due to the reliance 
of beginning farmers on off-farm income, the 
recent unemployment trends disproportionately 
impact these producers. 
 Increasingly beginning farmers are coming 
from non-farm backgrounds. These beginning 
farmers did not have the opportunity to learn about 
production techniques from their families and 
therefore have to look to alternative educational 
spaces for instruction.  Additionally, many 
beginning farmers who are coming from farming 
backgrounds, are interested in pursuing locally 
focused or sustainable farming operations, which 
may be very different from the farming system 
they grew up with. Numerous apprenticeship and 
mentoring programs have arisen nationally to 
support both of these types of beginning farmers. 

                                                 
2 Ahern, M. and Newton D. Beginning Farmers and 
Ranchers. USDA. May 2009. 
3 Bureau of Labor Statistics. Census of Fatal Occupational 
Injuries.  2007. 
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This toolkit focuses on exploring how these 
mentoring programs can support beginning 
farmers and experienced farmers as mentors.  
 

Photo Taken by Troy Freund 
 
 
What are the federal programs that support 
beginning farmers? 
 Beginning farmers participate in 
government programs at a lower rate than 
established farmers. Only one-fourth of beginning 
farmers participate in government programs as 
compared to 42% of established farmers. As a way 
to incorporate beginning farmers into more federal 
programs and support these producers legislators 
have developed a number of programs that focus 
on beginning farmers. The majority of assistance 
offered to beginning farmers comes in the form of 
credit. The 1992 Agriculture Credit Improvement 
Act was the first legislation that set up a 
designated amount of money specifically for 
beginning farmers. The amount of money 
allocated for loans through the Farm Service 
Agency (FSA) and Farm Credit System (FCS) to 
beginning farmers has grown since 1992. FSA 
reserves 50% of direct operating loans for 
beginning farmers and up to 70% of direct farm 
ownership loans until September 1st of each year4. 
These programs have made credit more accessible 
for some beginning farmers, but as discussed 

                                                 
4 Ahern, M. and Newton D. Beginning Farmers and 
Ranchers. USDA. May 2009. 

earlier the needs of beginning farmer extend well 
beyond just credit access.  
 The 2008 Farm Bill had a number of 
provisions that allocated funds within existing 
programs to focus on beginning farmers. 10% of 
grant funds in the value-added market 
development activities program were designated 
for beginning farmers and ranchers. Additionally, 
the Environmental Quality Incentive Program and 
Conservation Stewardship Program have lower 
cost share requirements for beginning farmers and 
ranchers. The most targeted program authorized 
and subsequently funded in the 2008 Farm Bill to 
support new farmers and ranchers is the Beginning 
Farmer and Rancher Development Grant. This 
program has an annual appropriation of 
approximately 18 million dollars and funds 
collaborative, State, tribal, local, or regionally-
based networks or partnerships of public or private 
entities to develop and implement programs which 
support beginning farmers. The impact of these 
funded projects will be evaluated as these 
programs are implemented through 2011.   
 Within the 2008 Farm Bill a Beginning 
Farmer and Rancher Individual Development 
Account (IDA) program was authorized. This 
program, if funded would provide saving 
matching for beginning farmers and ranchers.  

These efforts, though small, indicate that 
the issue of beginning farmers has garnered 
national attention, though the extent to which 
these programs truly support beginning farmers is 
unclear.  
 
 

    
Photo Taken by Troy Freund
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Section 2: Mentoring Research Project 
 
Objective of Study 
 There has been an acknowledgement at 
the federal, state, and community level that 
supporting beginning farmers is an essential 
component to sustaining family farming within 
the U.S. Increasingly beginning farmers do not 
have farming backgrounds and therefore do not 
have access to the knowledge and support that 
being raised in a farming family provides. In 
response to this need, a range of mentoring 
programs that focus on connecting beginning 
farmers with mentors or educational resources 
around production and/or financial management 
have arisen. This upsurge in mentoring 
programs includes a diversity of programmatic 
formats, but all programs share the mission of 
increasing the resiliency and viability of 
beginning farmers within their region. This 
research project focused on interviewing a range 
of mentoring programs and through these 
conversations identifying the successful 
strategies as well as common challenges for 
these programs. By identifying these successful 
strategies and challenges, a broader discussion 
surrounding the shortcomings and strengths of 
these types of programs in holistically 
supporting beginning farmers can be explored.   
 
 

ALBA Photo Archive  
 

Methodology  
 The National Family Farm Coalition 
(NFFC) examined these central issues through 
the collection and analysis for twenty-one 
interviews with organizations that support 
beginning farmers through mentoring or 
training. NFFC collected these interviews in the 
spring of 2010. The interviewed groups were 
identified through three avenues:  a beginning 
farmer resource directory compiled by the Local 
Foods Committee of NFFC; the recipients of the 
2009 Beginning Farmer and Rancher 
Development Grant through the USDA; and 
referrals from interviewed organizations. A 
complete list of interviewees and their 
respective affiliations can be found in Appendix 
1. The groups interviewed represent a diverse 
range of mentoring programs in 17 states. Some 
organizations represent regional or national 
memberships that support mentoring in areas 
outside of their community, region, or state. 
Figure 2 maps the location of each 
organization’s main office. Organizations that 
promote fishing apprenticeships were also 
contacted as well as more traditional youth 
farming organizations such as Future Farmers of 
America and Farm Bureau, but none were able 
to participate. All interviews were conducted by 
phone with the exception of two questionnaires 
that were completed electronically. All 
interviewees were asked the same set of sixteen 
questions (see Appendix 2).  
 Within the scope of this study, aspiring 
farmers who are seeking mentors are referred to 
as trainees. Intern, apprentice, and beginning 
farmer, as terms, all have legal definitions that 
can vary by state and can carry different 
expectations and definition depending on the 
mentor. Therefore, in this study, the term trainee 
is used in an attempt to appreciate the diverse 
nature of mentor-trainee relationships.  
 NFFC analyzed these interviews by 
coding interview transcripts according to the 
following themes:  years since program began; 
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successful strategies; challenges; number of 
participating mentors; number of participating 
beginning farmers; success of partnerships; 
duration of trainee/mentor relationships; mentor 
outreach strategies; beginning farmer outreach 
strategies; resources needed for program; 
follow-up strategies; and ways to strengthen the 
program. NFFC examined the aggregated notes, 
identifying themes and then broke down these 
themes by type of mentoring program (i.e. on-

site mentor matching program). NFFC then 
identified recurring themes by type of 
mentorship program and generated categorical 
graphs and charts that display the number of 
respondents expressing specific opinions about 
key themes. Using these themes, NFFC looked 
for commonalities, differences, and 
relationships between or among types of 
mentoring program in order to formulate our 
analysis. 

 

 
Figure 2: The Headquarters of the Mentoring Programs Interviewed 
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Analysis  
 
Question 1: Length of Time Organization has 
Worked on Mentoring: How long has your 
organization been working on farming/fishing 
mentorship? 
 
 The mentoring programs interviewed 
represent a wide range of experience. Many of the 
organizations who have been administering 
mentoring programs for less than five years are 
beneficiaries of the Beginning Farmer and 
Rancher Development grants which were awarded 
in 2009 by the USDA.  The concentration of 
mentoring programs that have been in operation 
for less than five years reflects the growing 
interest in beginning farmer issues by funders and 
advocates.  
 

 
Figure 3: Length of Time Organizations have 
been Working in Mentorship 
 
 
Question 2: Strategies Used by Organizations 
to Connect Trainees with Experienced 
Farmers:  What strategies does your organization use 
to connect beginning farmers/fishers to experienced 
ones? 
 
 Within this study a wide range of programs 
were included, many of which do not fit under the 
typical umbrella of mentoring programs. Figure 3 
below displays a breakdown of the types of 
mentoring programs included in this study. Broad 
organization categories were used:  mentor match 
programs; formal education programs; land 
transition programs; and organizing initiatives. 
Under each of these broad categories, more 

descriptive sub-groups were created. The broad 
categories and respective sub-groups will be 
described below. 

 “Mentor Match Programs” are the most 
straightforward, direct mentoring programs that 
facilitate one on one mentoring for beginning 
farmers or ranchers with experienced farmers or 
ranchers. In formal programs organizations 
actively gather applications from mentors and 
trainee, facilitate matchmaking, and support both 
the mentor and trainee during the duration of the 
program. In informal mentor match programs 
mentors are publicly listed and trainees are 
responsible for connecting with potential mentors. 
Both informal and formal programs can offer on-
site mentoring, in which trainees work with 
mentors on their farms, often living on the farm as 
well. Off-site mentoring occurs when the trainee 
already manages his or her own farm and is 
mentored through intermittent farm visits, phone 
consultations and social gatherings. The final sub-
category of mentor match programs includes 
mixed programs which incorporate mentoring and 
coursework or provide various venues for 
beginning and experienced farmers to network and 
form mentoring relationships. These programs 
often have a number of components that 
incorporate strategies, such as mentor listings, 
conferences, field days, and on-line organizing to 
connect and match mentors and trainees 
informally and formally. 
 “Land Transition Programs” are similar to 
mentor matching programs in that they link 
experienced farmers with beginning farmers. In 
land transition programs the mentorship 
relationship tends to be longer term and is coupled 
with the legal transfer of land and equipment to 
the beginning farmer. These programs actively 
match retiring and beginning farmers and support 
these parties as they set up legal, binding 
agreements that allow for beginning farmers to 
eventually buy the land from the experienced 
farmer after or during prolonged mentoring. The 
focus of these programs is on transitioning land  
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from experienced farmers to beginning farmers 
but there is also a significant mentorship 
component. “Self-selection” land transition 
programs do not coordinate or support matches. 
These programs provide a listing of farmers 
interested in retiring and beginning farmers, and 
rely on people within the database to self-select 
and make arrangements on their own.  

Formal Education programs are primarily 
classes or training programs that incorporate 
mentoring. Incubator farm programs provide 
beginning farmers land and training on managing 
a farm. These programs also help farmers with 
initial land access and equipment barriers. 
Mentoring within incubator programs is often 
facilitated through field days, farmers leading 
workshops, and informal networking. Mentoring 
is not the focus, but is an integral component of 
these programs. The more traditional form of 
formal education programs are classes held off-
farm. This coursework provides essential 
information to farmers around production 
techniques and financial management. These 
programs are quite common, but those included in 
this study were chosen because they strive to 
provide opportunities for beginning farmers to 
develop mentoring relationships  
with farmer presenters and through informal 
networking.  
 The final type of mentoring programs 
included in this study was organizing initiatives 
that work across communities to strengthen 
networks between and among beginning and 
experienced farmers. These organizations 
encourage mentoring and the creation of 
supportive networks through conferences, 
leadership development, and the use of innovative 
organizing tools. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mentor Matching 
Programs     12
  Formal/On-site 2   
  Formal/Off-site 3   
  Informal/On-site 1   
  Informal/Off-site 2   
  Mixed 5   
Land Transition     3
  Formal Matching 1   
  Self-Selection 2   
Formal Education     4
  Incubator Farm 2   
  Off-site classes 2   
Organizing 
Initiatives     2
    Total: 21
       

Chart 1: Types of Programs Surveyed  
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Question 3: Most Successful Strategies used by 
Organizations that Connect Trainees with 
Experienced Farmers: 3. Have these strategies 
proven successful? If so, what seems to work best?  
 
Below are the strategies identified by respondents 
as most effective and essential to their programs. 

 
      
 

Successful Strategy 

Number 
of 
Responses 

Create Opportunities for 
Informal Networking  8
Intensive Application Process 5
Hold Conference 5
Strict Guidelines of Mentee 
Eligibility  4
Mentors Select Mentees 4
Provide On-line Resources 4
Provide On-line Listing of All 
Mentors 3
Pay Mentors 3
Farm Field Days 3
Peer to Peer Learning  3
Farmer Steering Committee 3
On-line Organizing  3
Leadership Development 2
Combine Classes and Mentoring 2
Using Existing Networks to 
Identify Mentors 2
Hold Retreat 2
Marketing Assistance 1
Diversity Among Students 1
Media: Radio, Movie, etc. 1
Create Networks by Enterprise 1
Using Legal Tools to Clarify 
Expectations  1
Room and Board for Trainee 1
Farm Visits by Staff 1
Build Community Networks 
through Mentor Program 1

Chart 2: Key Strategies Identified  
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Question 4: Key Challenges Faced by 
Organizations that Connect Beginning Farmers 
with Experienced Farmers: What have been the 
key challenges in connecting mentors and mentees? 
 
 Below are the key challenges facing 
mentoring programs as identified by 
respondents. Responses from question 11, which 
asked about the major obstacles facing 
mentoring programs were merged into this data 
set.  
 

 
ALBA Photo Archives 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Challenge 

Number 
of 
Responses

Difficulty in Making Appropriate Matches  6
Limited Resources in Organization 4
Differing Expectations Between Mentors 
and Trainees 4
Heavy Fundraising Burden 4
Distance Between Mentors and Mentees 3
Low Mentee Commitment 3
Mentors Proprietary with Knowledge 3
Limited Time 3
Legal Issues 3
Recruiting Mentors 3
Incentivizing Mentoring for Mentors 2
No Quality Control for Mentoring  2
Limited Resources for Mentoring on Farms 2
Holding Mentors Accountable if They are 
Not Being Paid 2
Difficulty Evaluating Success 2
Lack of Land Access for Trainee 2
Language and Cultural Barriers  2
High Costs of Organization Owning Land 
and Equipment  2
Large Amount of Staff Time Needed 2
Transportation of Trainees 1
Circumstances can Change During Long-
Term Transfers 1
Generational Gaps around Technology and 
Communication 1
Trainees have Trouble Reaching Out  1
Working with Marginalized Farmers   1
Lack of Understanding around Beginning 
Farmer Issues  1
Trainees Isolated on Farm 1
Mentees Can't Relocate 1
High Turnover of Mentor  1

Chart 3: Key Challenges Identified  
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Question 5: Number of Mentors that have 
Participated in the Program: How many 
established farmers have participated in your 
program as mentors? 
 
The ability of mentoring organizations to recruit, 
support and connect large volumes of mentors is 
dependent on the type of program that 
organization is running as well as the resources 
hey have available to them. Below is a break out 
of the number of mentors involved in each 
program-by-program type. N.E. stands for not 
evaluated.  
 

Question 6: Number of Trainees that have 
Participated in the Program: How many 
beginning farmers have participated in your 
program as trainees or students? 
 
The ability of mentoring organizations to recruit, 
support and connect large volumes of beginning 
farmers is dependent on the type of program that 
organization is running as well as the resources 
hey have available to them. Below is a break out 
of the number of beginning farmers involved in 
each program-by-program type. N.E. stands for 
not evaluated.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Type of 
Program  

Experienced 
Farmers  

Mentor 
Matching 
Programs   Per Year 
  Formal/On-site 75/5 
  Formal/Off-site 20/12/15 
  Informal/On-site 1200 
  Informal/Off-site 15/N.E. 
  Mixed 7/5/5/N.E. 
Land 
Transition   Total 
  Formal Matching  200 
  Self-Selection 200/125 
Formal 
Education   Per Year 
  Incubator Farm N/A 
  Off-site classes 7/5 
    Total 
Organizing 
Initiatives   N.E./ 10 

Type of 
Program  

Beginning 
Farmers 

Mentor 
Matching 
Programs   Per Year 
  Formal/On-site 160/5 
  Formal/Off-site 25/15/12 
  Informal/On-site 9000
  Informal/Off-site 10/N.E. 
  Mixed 5/10/7/N.E.  
Land 
Transition   Total 
  Formal Matching  200
  Self-Selection 239/125 
Formal 
Education   Per Year 
  Incubator Farm 30/N.E. 
  Off-site classes 80/60 
    Total 
Organizing 
Initiatives   3000/18 

Chart 4: Number of Experienced Farmers 
Participating in Program 

Chart 5: Number of Trainees 
Participating in Program  
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Question 7: Success of Experienced Farmers 
and Beginning Farmer Partnership: What has 
been the success rate of these partnerships? 
 
 When asking respondents about the 
success rate of their program it became clear that 
the definition of success and the process for 
evaluating that success was dependent on the type 
of mentoring program as well as the 
individualized design of that program. For some 
informal, on-site mentoring programs success was 
defined as people using their mentor database and 
trainees and farmers forging mutually beneficial 
short-term relationships. This concept of success 
does not hinge on trainee’s continued involvement 
or success in agriculture, but rather, on the success 
of the service provided directly by the 
organization. In contrast for land transition 
programs, success is often defined as the legal 
transfer of land and equipment from a retiring 
farmer to a new farmer. In some formal education 
programs, the distribution of knowledge and skills 
through programming and the creation of an 
informal network for young farmers equate 
success. Other mentoring programs measured 
success by the number of their graduates that 
entered agriculture and continue to farm. 

Very few organizations tracked their 
graduates closely due to resource constraints. 
Therefore, often success was measured in short-
term ways, such as graduation from a program, 
mentor and trainee perceptions of the mentor 
experience, and anecdotal feedback. Many of the 
programs that had connected beginning and 
experienced farmers for more than five years had 
additional metrics they used to measure success: 
alumni trainees becoming mentors; young farmers 

being successful and active in the local agriculture 
community; and mentorships that transform into 
long-term relationships.  

The diversity in responses to this question 
reflects the range of mentoring programs 
interviewed in this study and additionally captures 
the complexity associated with meaningfully 
defining and quantifying success.  
 
Question 8: Family Farming being Sustained 
by Mentoring Programs: Has this program 
helped family farms/fishing enterprises to 
continue? 
 
 This question measured the perception of 
respondents around the role of their program in 
sustaining family farming. The vast majority of 
respondents felt that their program had sustained 
family farming.  
 

 
 
Figure 3: How Has this Program Helped Sustain 
Family Farming? 
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Question 9: The Duration of Experienced 
Farmer and Beginning Farmer Relationships: 
On average, how sustained is the relationship 
between the farmers/fishermen and their students? 
 
 The duration of relationships between 
mentors and trainees was varying depending on 
the type of mentoring program. Mentor-match 
programs typically run the duration of one or two 
seasons. Informal mentor match programs 
typically are more variable, with every 
experienced farmer and trainee negotiating the 
terms of the mentorship. Additionally, all 
respondents from mentor match programs noted 
that mentorship relationships can be life-long 
depending on the compatibility of the trainee and 
mentor.  
 Land transition programs tended to have 
longer term mentor-trainee relationships. Due to 
the added complexity of transferring land and 
assets as well as establishing “sweat equity” these 
relationships can span fifteen years and are often 
formally laid out in legally binding agreements. 
This structured relationship can look like the five-
five-five plan supported by the Beginning Farmer 
Center in Ames, Iowa. In this plan during the first 
five years the experienced farmer is the primary 
decision maker, during the next five years 
decisions are made cooperatively by experienced 
and beginning farmer, and within the last five 
years the beginning farmers is the primary 
decision maker. Less structured land transition 
programs leave it up to the experienced and 
beginning farmer to decide on the terms of their 
relationship, therefore the nature and duration of 
these relationships can be quite variable.  
 Organizing initiative programs are based 
on continual and sustained mentoring relationships 
between and among experienced and beginning 
farmers. Therefore, this question is not very 
applicable to these often informal networks of 
mentors and young farmers. 
 Within formal education programs, mentor 
and trainee relationships can span only the time of 

the training (3 months to a year) or they can 
expand past the class into a more formal 
mentorship arrangement. Also, many of the 
education programs surveyed as part of this study 
did not have formal mentoring components, but 
strove to actively create spaces where informal 
mentor relationships or networking could occur. 
These informal relationships are widely variable in 
duration and are incorporated into evaluation 
through anecdotal information.   
 
Question 10: Follow-up with Mentors and 
Trainees:  Do you follow up with the mentors or 
mentees? 
 
 Follow-up strategies are an important 
component to evaluating a program and assessing 
its shortcomings and strengths. Many 
organizations, due to resource constraints, are not 
able to track alumni beyond an end-of-experience 
evaluation. Some organizations, especially those 
working in a tight knit community, are able to 
track alumni anecdotally. 
 

 
 
Figure 4: Follow-Up Strategy 
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Question 11: Key Obstacles Facing your 
Program: What are the key obstacles in your 
program? 
 
 Responses to this question were integrated 
into the fourth question of the survey around 
challenges facing mentoring programs. See above.  
 
Question 12: Outreach to Experienced 
Farmers: How do you reach out to experienced 
farmers/fishermen?  
 

The recruitment of experienced farmers as 
mentors is an essential element to all mentoring 
programs. The chart below chronicles the outreach 
strategies used by the respondents to recruit 
mentors.  

 
Question 13: Outreach to Trainees: How do you 
reach out to interested trainees/students? 
 

 The recruitment of beginning farmers is 
an essential element to all mentoring programs. 
Many respondents noted that recruiting beginning 
farmers was easier than recruiting beginning 
farmers, because beginning farmers are already 
seeking help as they begin exploring agriculture. 
The chart below chronicles the outreach strategies 
used by the respondents to recruit beginning 
farmers.

 

Outreach Strategy 

Number 
of 
Responses

Website 9
Local Publications 9
Word of Mouth 8
Utilize Local Social Networks 5
Conference  4
Partners with Organizations that 
Provide Technical Assistance 3
Radio  4
Listserv 3
Newsletter 4
Partner with Cooperative 
Extension  3
Partner with NRCS 2
Partner with Organic Associations  2
Google Ad Words 2
Partner with University 2
Workshops 4
Outreach through Classes 1
Partner with Organizations that 
Provide Social Services 1
ATTRA Listing 1
Orion  1
Grassroots Network 1
Through our Hotline 1
Partner with Coops  1
Facebook  1
Blog  1

Outreach Strategy 
Number of 
Responses 

Local Publications  5
Utilize Local Social Networks 5
Partner with Cooperative Extension 5
Conferences 4
Word of Mouth Among Farmers  3
Field Day Hosts 2
Workshop Presenters 3
Letters to Community Members 2
Table at Farmer Gatherings (i.e. 
trade shows) 2
Partner with Organic Associations 2
Offer Professional Development for 
Mentors 2
Partner with Organizations that 
Provide Technical Assistance 2
Newsletter 2
Partner with Research Institutions 2
Website 2
Radio 2
Listserv 1
Existing Relationships  1
Recruit  Farming Award Winners 1
Farmer’s Markets 1

Chart 7: Trainee Outreach Strategies 
Chart 6: Mentor Outreach Strategies 
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Question 14: Resources Required for 
Mentoring Program: What kinds of resources 
are necessary for a program like yours?  
 
 The majority of programs reviewed are 
funded by grants through the Risk Management 
Agency, the Beginning Farmer and Rancher 
Development Grants, small private foundations, 
and/or local government agencies. This heavy 
reliance on grant funding was often 
supplemented by private donations, proceeds 
from events, elements of their training program 
(i.e. profits from the sale of products grown on a 
learning farm), organization membership fees, 
and apprenticeship or class fees. Organizations 
that own land and equipment for training have 
more upfront costs but also have potential for 
making additional profit. Across programs one 
of the largest expenses was supporting staff to 
organize the mentoring program. Most programs, 
especially programs where mentors and trainees 
are matched or classes and networking are 
facilitated, are time intensive for staff. 
Additionally, many organizations cited a 
conference where experienced and beginning 
farmers can gather and network as a key 
successful strategy, these events, however, tend 
to be expensive.  The heavy reliance of many 
mentoring programs on grant funding often 
jeopardizes its long term sustainability.   

Question 15: How to Strength or Expand 
Mentoring Program: Are there any ways you 
would like to expand or strength your program? If 
so, how? 
 

This question sought to explore ways that 
respondents would like to strengthen their 
program to better support mentors and beginning 
farmers.  

  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ways to Strengthen Program 

Number 
of 
Responses

Build More Sustainable Sources of 
Funding 4
More Training for Mentor and Trainees  3
More Outreach to Experienced Farmers  3
Provide More Support to Mentors and 
Trainees  3
Create a Training Center for Trainees 3
Better Tools for Evaluating Success  2
Be Able to Support and Match More 
Beginning Farmers 2
Better Use of Technology to Increase 
Reach of Program  2
Expand Geographical Reach 2
More Funding in Order to Compensate 
Mentors Better 2
Strengthen Local Partnerships  2
More Integration with USDA 1
Conduct Research that Makes the Program 
More Effective  1
Support a More Intensive Mentoring 
Experience  1
Provide Advocacy Training to Farmers  1
Do More to Build Trainee and Mentor 
Network  1
Chart 8: Ways to Strengthen the Mentoring 
Program 
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Discussion 
 
Key Strategies 
 The mentoring programs analyzed in 
this research project utilize different structures 
and unique strategies that reflect the differing 
needs of their community, the availability of 
resources in their region, and the capacity of 
their community to support a mentoring 
program. Despite the diversity of mentoring 
programs a small set of common strategies 
arose across organizations: incentives for 
mentors; the thoroughness of the application 
process; network building; and flexibility.  
   The motivation for an experienced 

farmer to take on a trainee can be multi-fold. 
Perhaps that farmer had his or her own 
meaningful mentor relationship, or the farmer 
feels that bringing new farmers into agriculture 
is imperative and paramount. Whatever the 
reason for a farmer taking on a trainee, farmers 
are strapped for time, energy, and often 
financial resources. These basic realities 
frequently overshadow the initial interest of an 
experienced farmer to bring on a trainee. Many 
of the mentor programs interviewed indentified 
creating an incentive for mentors as a key 
strategy for their program. In the case of the 
programs that offered off-site mentoring, in 
which the mentor advised beginning farmers 
who already have an enterprise, a mentor 
stipend was provided. Harriet Behar, with 
Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education 
Service (MOSES), commented that the 
payment of the mentor made it clear that the 
mentor’s time was valued and also made the 
beginning farmers less hesitant to reach out and 
ask for guidance. In the case of many on-site 
mentoring programs, trainees can provide 
valuable labor in exchange for stipends and/or 
room and board. Properly incentivizing 
mentoring for experienced farmers increases 
accountability among mentors and also 
solidifies mentor and trainee connections. In 
more informal mentoring settings less concrete 
incentives can still facilitate meaningful 

mentoring relationships. Working with 
experienced farmers to find out what incentives 
seem appropriate for the extent of mentoring 
expected and the needs of that particular 
community can be a meaningful strategy in 
strengthening mentoring programs. Creating 
social spaces through conferences, field days, 
or retreats and providing professional 
development opportunities for experienced 
farmers can be less formal ways to incentivize 
mentoring and recruit mentors.  
 

 
         Photo Taken by Troy Freund  
 

One of the top challenges identified is 
finding appropriate mentor-trainee matches. 
Matches were typically based on the 
enterprise of interest, geographical proximity, 
and expectations. Mentoring relationships can 
be rewarding and fruitful or frustrating and 
stress-producing. It largely depends on the 
personalities and circumstances of both the 
mentor and trainee. Many of the programs 
actively matching mentors and trainees or 
facilitating that process identified a robust, 
intensive application process as a key to 
success. An application process that requires 
the mentor and trainee to state their 
expectations and needs explicitly can allow 
for more compatible matches to be made. 
Additionally, an interview process in which 
both parties ask meaningful questions around 
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work philosophies, learning styles, and 
expectations can be critical in identifying 
good matches. These intensive application 
processes can be resource-intensive to manage 
as well as a disincentive for trainee and 
mentors, but will ultimately lead to more 
meaningful and productive mentoring 
relationships. Within informal mentoring 
settings, application processes are obviously 
not relevant, but informal mentoring allows 
for people to self-select mentors and trainees 
which fit well.  
 Network building was identified as a 
key mentoring strategy that also creates 
broader positive community outcomes.  It can 
take place among and between experienced 
and beginning farmers within a community, 
and can be built into any type of mentor 
program through extra time before or after 
trainings, conferences, field days, community 
meals, on-line organizing, and farmer steering 
committees directing the organization’s work. 
These networks allow for new and 
experienced farmers to build relationships 
outside of one-on-one mentoring, enhancing 
community connectivity and reducing 
isolation.  

The most effective mentoring 
programs are embedded within a community 
and employ multiple strategies to engage 
beginning and experienced agricultural 
producers. In addition to matching mentors 
and trainees, they provide trainings, host 
social gatherings, and provide resources to 
farmers. Flexibility and diverse approaches 
strengthen and enrich these programs because 
they include more community members in 
their work and build relationships with 
producers over time through multiple venues.   
 

 
ALBA Photo Archive 
 
Key Challenges 
 Every mentoring program faces certain 
challenges. Many challenges were particular 
to the programmatic context of the 
organization but there were several 
commonalities:  funding; finding appropriate 
matches; legal issues; proprietary knowledge; 
and communication gaps.  
 The majority of these programs were 
funded through grants, which can reduce the 
sustainability of many programs. Beginning 
farmer issues are a growing focus of the 
USDA as well as many foundations, but there 
is no guarantee that these issues will be a 
sustained programmatic funding area. Most of 
the programs in existence for more than five 
years described cyclical funding, resulting in 
variable activity within the program. 
Additionally, many of the strategies 
mentioned above are contingent on resources 
and staff time. As funding is cut or staff time 
is shifted to fundraising instead of 
programmatic work, this shift in focus is 
reflected in the strength of the mentoring 
program. The ephemeral funding streams for 
many of these programs jeopardize the longer-
term benefits of mentoring programs, which 
are strengthened as they gain traction in 
communities over time.  There needs to be an 
acknowledgement by organizations as well as 
funders that mentoring programs are most 
meaningful when they are perennial. From an 
organizational level, alternative sources of 
funding via event proceeds, entrepreneurial 
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projects, and participant fees must be 
explored. From a funder perspective, grants 
must be designed and distributed in a way that 
promotes the longer-term sustainability of 
these types of projects.   
 

 
ALBA Photo Archive  

 
The effectiveness of a mentoring 

program is dependent on the creation of 
meaningful and productive relationships 
between trainee and mentor. Finding 
appropriate matches can be a continual 
struggle for organizations. Matching is an 
inherently difficult process due to the time and 
resource constraints of many experienced and 
beginning farmers as well by the dynamic, 
sometimes ephemeral interest of beginning 
farmers. Farming is a difficult occupation, 
with long hours and significant physical 
requirements. Apprenticeships and internships 
can be a space in which beginning farmers 
realize that farming is not appropriate for 
them. Additionally, beginning farmers are 
often not good at identifying what and where 
they need guidance. The expectations of the 
mentor and trainee relationship can be quite 
different. These differences can be 
compounded if the trainee is living on-site. 
Many mentoring programs have worked to 
develop an application process and resources 
that help both experienced and beginning 
farmers define their expectations and needs.  
Lastly, many regions are not served by 
mentoring programs and many beginning 
farmers are not able to find informal mentors 

with similar enterprises. This sense of 
isolation for beginning farmers can be a 
significant challenge. 
 Mentoring programs in which trainees 
work and/or live on farm with mentors face a 
number of significant legal issues around both 
labor and housing laws. In the past, 
enforcement around these regulations has been 
lax, but enforcement is increasing, especially 
in the Western United States. These laws are 
meant to protect workers and tenants and 
prevent exploitative behavior. In mentoring 
programs exploitative behavior is 
unacceptable, but in some states the unique 
arrangements that exist between mentor and 
trainee can violate labor laws. Additionally, 
issues of liability and workers’ compensation 
are significant and increasingly important to 
address in mentoring programs. Programs 
must become better equipped to help mentors 
navigate the regulations that apply to their 
farm work. They must also educate local 
policy makers about the importance and 
unique nature of mentoring programs. 
 In mentoring programs situated within 
a community, some programs found that 
mentors were willing to share a certain 
amount of information about production 
techniques and management, but that some 
information was proprietary. When farmers 
are dealing with specialized markets, the 
entrance of new, very similar operations into 
the local market can be problematic. 
Mentoring programs need to work with 
mentors to establish what mentors feel 
comfortable sharing, and have earnest 
discussions with mentors about how they can 
encourage the trainee to be innovative in the 
local marketplace.  
 While not all beginning farmers are 
young, many beginning farmers are younger 
than their mentors. There are significant 
generational differences in communication 
that are reflected by the outreach strategies 
utilized by mentoring organizations. 
Beginning farmer outreach strategies included 
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a significant number of on-line information 
dissemination tools, and younger farmers 
access information in different places and 
methods than older farmers. Many 
organizations rely heavily on on-line listings 
and communication, but for some experienced 
famers these are not effective means of 
recruitment or retention.  This generational 
communication gap is something that 
mentoring programs have to grapple with as 
they design their outreach strategies and 
communication strategies. Program staff must 
appreciate the diversity in communication 
styles present in their program, and work to 
bridge those gaps.   
 As mentioned earlier many farmers, 
both mentors and beginning farmers are in 
remote regions. The increased use of on-line 
tools such as YouTube, Skype, Google 
SketchUp, and others can be an asset for 
farmers to connect and share resources. This 
on-line networking, however, is also limited 
by the poor Internet access present in many 
rural communities.  
 
The Role of Mentoring Programs in 
Sustaining Family Farming 
 Mentoring Programs play a key role in 
bringing beginning farmers into agriculture 
and helping these new producers become and 
remain viable. These programs are able to 
build a network of experienced and beginning 
farmers that strengthens communities and 
local food systems. Mentoring can provide 
defining experiences for beginning farmers, 
helping producers learn production and 
management techniques as well as 
troubleshoot issues. Sharing knowledge is 
essential as beginning farmers, who may not 
come from agricultural backgrounds, enter 
farming and ranching. Mentoring programs 
are able to provide sources of labor or limited 
income for mentors who participate in 
established mentoring programs. These small 
incentives can strengthen family farms and 
build lasting alliances between farmers. 

Lastly, mentoring programs strengthen and 
reinvigorate the local foods movement by 
bringing new, diverse farmers into agriculture 
and strengthening linkages within agricultural 
communities.  
 

 

 
 

Photo Taken by Troy Freund 
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Conclusion  
 
The introduction to this report presented many 
of the challenges facing beginning farmers. 
Mentoring programs are able to enable 
beginning farmers by offering training and 
support as they begin or consider beginning 
their own enterprises. Mentoring programs, 
however, alone will not reinvigorate U.S. 
agriculture. The issues of land access, high 
start-up costs, health insurance, risk 
management, and market access are not 
generally addressed by mentoring programs. 
Land transition programs attempt to help 
producers overcome issues associated with  
 

 
 
land access and start-up costs, but for many 
beginning farmers they do not have enough 
initial assets or production history to qualify 
for sufficient credit. Some mentoring 
programs have coupled their mentoring with 
asset-building programs, such as savings 
matching, and support through USDA or local 
agricultural department grants. The upsurge in 
mentoring programs has been a positive trend, 
but they must be coupled with similar 
programs that help beginning farmers to build 
equity, provide a safety net, and increase 
market access for these producers by 
supporting the local food movement.   

 
 
 

 
 
ALBA Photo Archive  
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Appendix 1 
 
Organization Location  
Agriculture & Land Based Training Association (ALBA) Salinas, CA 
Center for Rural Affairs Lyons, NE 
Colorado State University Extension: Beginning Farmer Center  Longmont, CO 
Georgia Organics Atlanta, GA 
Greenhorns Red Hook, NY 
Holistic Management International Albuquerque, NM 
Iowa State University Extension: Beginning Farmer Center Ames, IA 
Land Stewardship Project Minneapolis, MN 
Maine Organic Farmers and Gardeners Association (MOFGA) Unity, ME 
Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Service (MOSES)  Spring Valley, WI 
Mississippi Association of Cooperatives Jackson, MS 
Practical Farmers of Iowa Ames, IA 
Ranch Management Consultants Fairfield, CA 
South Dakota State University Cooperative Extension Rapid City, SD 
University of Idaho: Cultivating Success Moscow, ID 
University of Missouri: Food and Agriculture Policy Research Institute  Columbia, MO 
University of California-Berkeley  Berkeley, CA 
VT Women in Agriculture Network  (VT WAgN) Berlin, VT 
Virginia Department of Agriculture: Farmland Preservation Richmond, VA 
Willing Workers on Organic Farmers-USA (WWOOF-USA) Laguna Beach, CA 
Wisconsin School for Beginning Dairy and Livestock Farmers Madison, WI 
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Appendix 2 
 
Farming and Fishing Mentorship Program Interview Questions: 
 
1. How long has your organization been working on farming/fishing mentorship? 
2. What strategies does your organization use to connect beginning farmers/fishers to      
experienced ones? 
3. Have these strategies proven successful? If so, what seems to work best? 
4.What have been the key challenges in connecting mentors and trainees? 
5.How many farmers/fishermen have participated in the program? 
6. How many beginning or student farmers/fishermen have participated in the program? 
7. What has been the success rate of these partnerships? 
8. Has this program helped family farms/fishing enterprises to continue? 
9. On average, how sustained is the relationship between the farmers/fishermen and their 
students? 
10. Do you follow up with the mentors or mentees? 
11. What are the key obstacles in your program? 
12. How do you reach out to experienced farmers/fishermen? 
13. How do you reach out to interested students?  
14.What kinds of resources are necessary for a program like yours?  
15. Are there any ways you would like to expand or strength your program? If so, how? 
16. Do you know of any other mentorship programs or organizations that I should contact? 
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Section 3: Mentor Tools  
 
The mentoring tools that are included within this section are designed to help potential 
mentors think critically about the practicality of mentoring on their farm, their own 
strengths and challenges as mentors both personally and professionally, and also equip 
potential mentors with information about the business aspect of mentoring including legal 
considerations and relevant regulations. This toolkit is a collection of tools that have been 
created by mentors, mentoring program staff, and Department of Agriculture staff. In 
particular, this compilation of tools draws heavily from the work of the Northeast Small 
Farm Institute (NESFI). NESFI has been committed to expanding the regional and national 
discussion around mentoring, creating resources for mentors and trainees as well as 
conducting groundbreaking research around the needs of beginning farmers and 
experienced farmer mentors. In addition to NESFI, tools were gathered from Cultivating 
Success, an organization that supports sustainable small farm education in Idaho and 
Washington, Northeast Organic Farming Association of New York, the Washington State 
Department of Agriculture, and the Western Sustainable Agriculture Research and 
Education program.  This selection of tools is only a sample of what tools are available, if 
you are seriously considering becoming involved in a mentoring program or individually 
mentoring on your farm, we encourage you to seek out the full publications of which these 
excerpts are part.  
  

 
      ALBA Photo Archive 
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Conceptualizing Mentoring on Your Farm 
 
 This section of the toolkit provides potential mentors tools to assess their motivations, 
resources, and expectations. These evaluative tools are designed to help potential mentors 
think critically about why they want trainees, what are the resources and facilities that they 
have for mentoring as well as their own experience and knowledge base. These tools will 
help potential mentors decide if mentoring is a good and feasible fit, what modifications or 
improvements need to be made, and build a farm mentoring policy that suits their 
operations and needs.  

 
 

An excerpt from “Internships in Sustainable Farming: A Handbook for Farmers” by 
Doug Jones and published by the Northeast Organic Farming Association of New York 
Inc. 
 
Is an Internship Right for You? 
 

At a 1996 meeting organized by NOFA-VT, farmers who had hosted interns agreed 
that a clear distinction needs to be made between the educational orientation of internships 
and what is primarily an economic and production orientation of a regular 
employer/employee arrangement. Employees on farms range from highly skilled managers 
to migrant farm laborers who are hired only for crop harvest. Employees usually do 
specialized work in one area of the farm; they often have prior experience; they receive an 
hourly wage and usually do not live with you. State and federal governments have many 
regulations and officials assigned to protect workers from exploitation by employers. The 
relationship between employers and employees is based strictly on the efficiency of the farm 
worker being commensurate with the pay received.  

With interns, on the other hand, farmers assume a much greater obligation to 
instruct. Interns expect farmers to explain the “whys,” not just the “hows”. Interns deserve 
and expect a diversified learning experience through a broad exposure to many different 
tasks, as well as through frequent discussion of the overall goals, methods, and systems of 
the farm. They are preparing themselves for a vocation, or at least learning how to grow 
their own food. Interns usually live on the farm, expect to interact socially with farmers, and 
may have other learning goals as well, such as learning a variety of rural living skills (food 
preservation, construction, etc.). Hopefully, they will share some of your ideals and 
aspirations, and a mutually beneficial relationship will prevail, based on the farmers’ 
willingness to teach and the interns’ desire to learn. 

Despite the actual differences in goals and activities, in New York State, there is no 
distinction made between employees and interns in the Minimum Wage Order for Farm 
Workers. Therefore, the minimum wage law applies to interns. If food and lodging are 
provided by the farmer, these costs can be subtracted from the hourly wage. The specific 
costs that can be subtracted are contained in the minimum wage order, contained in 
Appendix 1.  

The potential rewards of hosting interns, as reported by a number of farmers, 
include: obtaining eager enthusiastic help that is affordable to the small sustainable farming 
operation whose owners typically make a very modest profit; the opportunity to contribute 
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to the growth of sustainable farming by passing on your knowledge and experience to the 
next generation of food growers; the formation of new friendships and the potential personal 
fulfillment that can come from inspiring and mentoring budding farmers and gardeners. 

As many farmers have discovered, there are potential drawbacks and problems 
related to these rewards. Some have dropped their internship programs out of frustration 
with these problems. Such a program is not for everyone. This handbook was written in the 
hope that a number of these problems can be avoided through sharing experiences and ideas 
of host farmers and former interns, better planning and working together to provide a more 
cohesive, diverse intern experience. 

Along with eagerness and enthusiasm can come a romanticized view of farming, 
ignorance of the endurance required, or difficulties with transition from an urban to a rural 
lifestyle. Farmers must convey a realistic image of what the intern candidates are getting 
themselves into through your literature and interviews. Let interns know that you are not 
operating a summer camp. As one grower put it: “I stress the negatives: long hours, hot sun, 
hard work. I also stress the need for strong commitment and good reasons for wanting to do 
this type of work. I encourage people to visit other farms, stress the importance of finding 
the right farmer/apprentice fit. I try to help people screen themselves out.” 

This is an important point-many a disappointment probably could have been avoided 
by clearer initial communication of realities and expectations, and by a more thorough 
interviewing/screening process. The next two sections of this handbook offer useful ideas to 
accomplish these goals. Another consideration: Is an internship really an “affordable” 
source of help for your operation? How much time, energy, and patience are you willing to 
devote to novices and their learning process? Are you prepared to train a whole new 
work force each year? Are you willing to learn the needs, strong points, and personality of 
each new person? Can you befriend them and then say good-bye a few months later? Do 
you like to teach? (In Germany, which has a highly organized apprenticeship system, 
farmers must first attend classes in how to teach apprentices, before being certified as host 
farmers.) Very few successful internships happen on larger farms; apparently, the farmer 
can’t give the individual attention necessary. 

Your program will evolve over time, along with your ability to provide instruction. 
Experienced host farmers who offer an extensive, in-depth learning experience usually put 
substantial effort into selecting, from a large pool of applicants, those with great motivation 
and preferably some prior experience in farming or gardening. Some even specifically 
recruit interns who are sure they want to make their living in farming. Such an intern will 
eagerly absorb the farmer’s knowledge and methods, and will be dedicated to the tasks at 
hand and to exploring more efficient ways to grow and market food. 

Such an intern is also relatively rare-the “career-track” intern with prior experience, 
who balances initiative and creativity with a reasonable respect for your experience and 
authority. Most applicants are in the novice category, but, after all, someone has to offer the 
initial farming experience which turns a beginner into an aspiring farmer. 

Many internship applicants are not considering farming as a possible career. They 
are looking for a farm experience where they can learn to grow their own food. Some want 
to learn about environmentally responsible food growing and rural living, to enhance what 
they will have to offer as a teacher, community organizer, health care practitioner, Peace 
Corps Volunteer, etc. Many of these applicants will be dedicated workers, if their needs, 
educational goals, and personalities are well matched to the host farm. 
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“Needs” and “personality” deserve careful consideration. Do their expectations 
match what you have to offer, and vice-versa? Do they have a “chip on their shoulder” about 
authority figures; do they think they “have it all figured out”? Are they crushed by what they 
perceive as negative feedback? (Are you in the habit of giving positive feedback? 
Are you skilled at giving honest feedback?) Are they low on initiative and confidence, 
requiring you to suggest every move they make? Do they seem to have other friends and 
interests that will be pulling them away from your farm, or cause them to quit outright in 
mid-season? 

Of course the initial farm visit can’t offer definitive answers to all such questions. 
But they are drawn from real experiences of other farmers, and offered here to encourage 
you to be thorough in your selection process and to help you anticipate how you might deal 
with such situations if they arise. Very often, an honest, respectful, heart-to-heart talk or 
evaluation session will improve such difficult situations dramatically. Ideally, such 
evaluation sessions should be scheduled at intervals throughout the internship. 

Some former interns also have their sad stories to tell about farmers who misled 
them, overworked and undereducated them, threw frequent temper tantrums, gave constant 
negative feedback, neglected them, spent much time away from the field or the farm, 
“micro-managed” them, or were simply unrealistic in what they offered or expected from 
their interns. The purpose of this handbook, which is based on successful internships, is to 
help farmers assess their own suitability for engaging interns, create the best possible 
program, and reap the substantial rewards awaiting both farmer and intern. 
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on 
the Farm," written by Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm 
Institute 
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on 
the Farm,” written by Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm 
Institute. 
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on 
the Farm," written by Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm 
Institute 
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on 
the Farm," written by Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm 
Institute 
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An excerpt from “Internships in Sustainable Farming: A Handbook for Farmers” by 
Doug Jones and published by the Northeast Organic Farming Association of New York 
Inc. 
 
Designing Your Mentoring Program  
 

It is highly useful to sit down and consider all the elements listed below, and then 
spell out your plans in a written description to clarify what you can offer, what your policies 
and procedures are, your expectations, etc. This description can then be sent to anyone who 
inquires about your internship. There are many possible ways to do most of these things; the 
remaining sections of this Handbook offer ideas drawn from the experience of other 
farmers. Here are some important things to consider and possibly include in your 
description: 

 
• General description of your farm and philosophy of farming; description of yourself 

and your family, your lifestyle, types of crops, marketing, other enterprises, climate, 
locality, etc. Talk about the big picture, about your farm as part of the alternative 
agriculture movement which is changing our food system and our impact on the 
environment. 

• Number of interns you plan to take; duration of stay. (Do you have any flexibility 
with these? If you take only one intern and don’t have other people on the farm with 
whom he/she can easily socialize, he/she is likely to feel lonely and disappointed.) 

• Living accommodations offered: level of privacy; how “primitive”; domestic chores 
expected; policy on visitors. 

• Food provided: do interns cook for themselves? Cook with you? Do you cook for 
them? Do you supply all ingredients? How much is homegrown? Accommodation of 
different diets? 

• Types of work to be done by interns; list of skills to be taught. The farmer should be 
specific in this area, with the understanding that different interns will have different 
goals which can be accommodated in a detailed agreement written by both the 
farmer and intern, discussed below. 

• Wages offered; other bonuses, commissions, payments in kind. Some farmers offer 
wages that increase through the season, reflecting diminished need for training, 
greater competence, etc. Others offer a final bonus or profit share to those who fulfill 
their commitments through to season’s end. 

•  Other learning experiences to be offered: planning sessions, on-farm tours or 
seminars, access to farm library, visits to other farms, classes, conferences, etc. 

• Candid description of difficulty of the work, number of hours expected, days off, 
types of weather to expect to work in, mosquitoes to deal with. 

• Safety & health concerns; insurance. 
• Your expectations regarding their interest in and commitment to the work and the 

learning experience offered. How much flexibility is there for interns to choose 
different tasks? 

• Plans for feedback on how things are going for everyone involved. 
• Something personal about how your family likes to interact socially with interns. 
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• Recreational and social opportunities on the farm and in the local area. 
• Method of applying; timing of visit/interview; questions you would like applicant to 

answer, either in letter form or on an application form drafted by the farmer.  
 
Here is some information you may want to request: 
 

•  Please tell us about yourself, your interests, your long range plans, why you want to 
work on a farm. 

•  What do you hope to learn. 
• Age and physical condition. 
•  Special considerations (diet, health). 
• Previous related work or other experiences. 
•  Tell us what you think of our program, our policies, and how you would fit into our 

farm. 
•  When would you be available? (Any flexibility?). 
• When could you come for a preliminary visit? 
•  Please provide 2-3 references we can contact regarding your learning style and work 

style. 
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Developing a Farm Policy 
 
An Excerpt from “The Western SARE Internship Handbook” published by ATTRA and 
written by Maud Powell 
 
Use the answers to these questions to formulate the basis of your on-farm policies. 
Providing interns with a clear set of guidelines about your farm is essential to creating a 
high-quality internship.  
 
1. Time Management  

What is your weekly schedule? (For each day, include time of rising, breakfast, 
commencement of first task, educational time, other meals, last task, completion of days’ 
work.) Explain how times and tasks may vary, based on the day of the week (e.g., markets 
on Tuesdays and Fridays may require late work the previous evening and earlier-than-
usual rising to accommodate travel time)? Does the schedule vary based on the season?  

 
2. Meals/Consumables  

Do you provide any grocery staples for interns? If so, what and how much of each? Can 
an intern eat whatever they want from the farm or take produce only when there is a 
surplus? Can they share produce with friends or family? Can they preserve farm products? 
Should they ask before they harvest any produce? 
 
3. Time Off 
 Do you provide any time off during the season? How much advance notice do you 
require for an intern’s planned trip or break? Must it coincide with slack periods on the 
farm? 
 
4. Trial Period 
 Do you have a trial period? If so, for how long? Do you hold a meeting at the end of 
the trial period to formalize the internship? 
 
5. Meetings 
 Do you hold regular meetings with your interns? What do you meeting consist of 
(daily plan; weekly plan; airing interpersonal issues; providing feedback)? 
 
6. Questions and Feedback for Interns 
 Do you prefer to be asked questions about farming on a need basis? Would you 
rather be asked questions at specific times (during farm meetings; at the end of the day)? 
Are you willing to receive constructive criticism form your interns about your farm? 
Would you prefer that the intern conclude their internship before offering their 
observations about your farm? 
 
7. Visitors  
 Can interns invite guests to visit the farm? Are there times or days of the week 
when they can visit (in evenings; on weekends)? Do you expect interns’ visitors to do any 
farm work? If you are open to having visitors for more than a day or two, do you have 
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expectations about them participating in farm tasks? What expectations do you have about 
visitors’ behavior while at your farm? 
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An Excerpt from the 2008 Edition of the “Cultivating Success Mentor Handbook” 
developed by Diane Green, Theresa Beaver, and Cinda Williams  
 
7 Tips for Setting up an On-Farm Internship  
 
Having an intern can be a mutually beneficial arrangement for the farmer and 
student alike. The success of your internship will depend upon how you go 
about setting it up.  
 
Most of us could use an extra set of hands around the farm. We could always 
use some help with assorted projects, but hiring an employee is not always a 
viable option due to financial limitations. You might want to consider offering an 
internship opportunity for a student interested in pursuing an agricultural 
endeavor.  
 
The idea of offering an internship is to provide hands-on opportunity for a 
student to gain experience and possibly receive school credits related to a field 
of study compatible with your farming enterprise. This arrangement is usually 
short term. You could offer full-time or part-time work; depending on the terms 
you negotiate with the intern and the school (if the internship is associated with 
accreditation).  
 
It is important that you realize that interns are not ‘just workers’ or ‘free labor’. 
The intern needs to be given a varied assortment of projects in the field as well 
as specific time spent learning from a farmer\mentor type situation. The 
success of your internship will depend upon how you go about setting it up.  
 
The intern may be there simply to better understand what a farming enterprise 
is all about by participating in the daily duties of farm life. Or, they may be 
considering farming as a life vocation to become the next generations’ future 
sustainable farmer. It is important that we give them the most comprehensive 
learning experience possible. You need to show them not only what to do, but 
explain why they do it. 
 
Seven Tips for Setting up an On-Farm Internship: 
 
1. Arrange compensation for the intern. 

• You might offer minimum wage (or higher), or work with the 
educational facility to ensure your interns will receive school credits 
while working for you. If you are paying wages, you will need to check 
into workman’s compensation regulations. 

• Another option would be to provide room and board in exchange for 
labor, which would mean providing them with a place to stay and 
meals while in your service. 

• Consider tallying hours worked in exchange for a dollar value to be 
traded or exchanged for fresh produce or winter vegetables for 
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storage. 
 

2. Identify how the intern will benefit. 
• The intern will gain practical, ‘hands-on’ experience in the field he or she 

is studying. They will also gain a work reference to add to their resume. 
Some may develop relationships with farmers who provide mentoring 
and support after the internship is over. If arranged, the school credits 
are an additional bonus. 
 

3. Identify how the farm will benefit. 
• You get an extra set of hands to help out on a temporary basis, but you 

do not have the same obligations that you have to a regular employee. 
You pay lower wages, if any at all, and you are not obligated to hire the 
intern at any point in the arrangement. 

• If you are looking for permanent employees down the road, interns give 
you a good understanding of a person's skills and their fit for your 
workplace before you hire. Additionally, if you set up a good internship 
program, you will develop relationships with university faculty who will 
introduce you to recent graduates if you indicate an interest in acquiring 
future employees. 
 

4. Understand what is expected with this type of agreement. 
• You will be expected to provide the student-intern with a legitimate work 

experience. You will be expected to provide orientation and training for 
the tasks he or she will perform. You will be expected also to supervise 
and provide pertinent feedback to both the intern and the school that is 
offering the internship. Naturally, you will be expected to provide the 
intern with a safe and respectful work environment. 
 

5. Know what to expect from the school. 
• Look for a well-organized internship program. You should be assigned 

to a contact person who will oversee the internship placement. This 
person should be available to you (within reason) in event of problems 
or situations that require discussion. The school should also provide 
you with an internship contract and clear information regarding its 
requirements and expectations. 
 

6. Know how to make the internship a good experience for the 
intern. 

• Be sure that you have work available for the intern, and be sure that 
the work is pertinent to their program of studies. If an intern is 
studying agricultural production, for example, and you put him to 
work answering the phone and dealing with customers, the intern will 
have no opportunity to hone the skills he is studying and frustration 
will most certainly be the result. 

• Naturally, a certain amount of "grunt work" is acceptable, as most 
jobs have their boring elements. Be sure, also, to include your intern 
in meetings and planning sessions whenever possible. 
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7. Discover how to go about finding an intern. 

• Identify the nature of the tasks you want the intern to perform, and 
  then contact the College of Agriculture and\or the Plant Science or 

equivalent department at a school, college or university offering 
appropriate programs. Find out how their internships or internships 
work, and how the two of you might work together. 

 
Cultivating Success Farmer Mentor Responsibilities 

• If the intern is an academic student, the Farmer Mentor will develop a 
Plan of Work with the student and a faculty advisor that clearly states 
learning objectives, and outlines work tasks, instructional sessions, and a 
project schedule for evaluation. If the intern is a community member 
earning CEU credits, expectations for his/her participation will be 
developed by Farmer Mentor and a university or extension representative 
at the beginning of the internship. 

• Farmer Mentor will instruct the intern, in a classroom setting and on 
farm, on the practical skills and concepts of intensive, small acreage 
farming and\or ranching and market gardening, to include any or all of 
the following: 

o Vegetable production 
o Flowers production 
o Herbs 
o Berries 
o Tree crops 
o Livestock and/or livestock 
o Planting 
o Composting 
o Fertilizing 
o Irrigating 
o Harvesting 
o Pest control 
o Greenhouse/season extension 
o Marketing and record keeping 

• Farmer Mentor will direct daily activities of interns in production, 
marketing and maintenance of the small acreage farm/ranch or 
market garden. 

• Farmer Mentor may be required to maintain a monthly progress report 
to evaluate student’s performance, and evaluate the intern at close of 

   season. 
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An Excerpt from “Western SARE Farm Internship Handbook” published by ATTRA and 
written by Maud Powell  
 
Adding Value to Your Farm Internship: A Checklist  
 

A basic internship offers the opportunity to live and work on a farm for part or 
all of a season. But you can take certain steps that will increase the value of the 
intern’s experience. Following are some fairly simple ways to create a value-added 
internship and improve the success of your program.  

 
• Meet weekly with interns to review the past week, plan for the coming week, and 
discuss any relevant issues.  
 
• Offer interns a small area of land to grow a crop of their own or let them choose a 
project to work on in their free time.  
 
• Include interns in farm-planning discussions.  
 
• Be aware of agricultural workshops in your area, and give interns the day off to 
attend.  
 
• Offer reading assignments to interns.  
 
• Make your agriculture library available to interns.  
 
• Discuss your philosophy of farming with interns. Ask them about theirs.  
 
• If you live near other farms that also use interns, consider setting up an internship 
cooperative so all interns get the benefit of seeing how other farms function.  
 
• If interns have any problem with their housing situation (plumbing, electrical, 
etc.), make it a priority to fix it.  
 
• Offer interns preserved food or winter-storage produce when their internship 
concludes.  
 
• Encourage interns to take time off the farm sometimes. Let interns know about 
any swimming holes or favorite hikes in your area.  
 
• Offer interns a weeklong break at some point in the season. Vegetable producers 
find that the optimal time for this is in mid-July.  
 
• Give interns opportunities to sell at grower’s markets.  
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Recruiting and Selecting Trainees 
 
Mentors looking for prospective trainees should also use the mentoring program directory 
in Section 5 of this toolkit. This directory includes organizations and on-line directories that 
help farmers connect to potential trainees.  
 
An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on 
the Farm," written by Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm 
Institute 
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Excerpted from the “Western SARE Farm Internship Handbook” written by Maud 
Powell  
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Selecting Your Interns 

 
Once the prospective interns contact a farm, the grower should have a procedure 
for screening and selection. This procedure could involve any or all of the following 
elements:  

• a written application; 
• a formal interview (see list of sample interview questions) 
• conversations by e-mail, in person, or on the phone; 
• checking references; 
• An on-site visit, a working visit or a trial-period 

Many farms have prospective interns complete an application (see farm web sites in 
ATTRA Internships List fro examples). We highly recommend setting specific 
policies and discussing them with prospective interns to provide more information 
about your expectations. The list of Key Interview Questions (below) can be used to 
develop a list of policies. Offering detailed information about your farm operation 
will allow prospective interns a chance to self-select.  

Most farmers insist on a face-to face meeting before making a final selection. If a 
prospective intern lives too far away to visit beforehand, use all other available 
means of screening. Some farmers recommend a working visit, in which a 
prospective intern will visit for an afternoon and work on a project with the farmer.  

Once agreement has been reached, it may be best to have the intern sign an on-
farm agreement to establish a formal relationship. Many farmers say that agreeing 
on definite start and end dates helps set a precedent for clear boundaries. If a 
farmer has any doubts or concerns about a perspective intern, he or she should 
either opt to offer a short-term trial period or not invite the person. Most farmers 
agree that it is much better to wait for a better applicant and be short-handed for a 
few days or weeks, than to select a questionable applicant and face more 
complications down the road.  
 
Key Interview Questions  
 
1. What kind of physical labor have you done? 
 Farmers are looking for reliable people who will stay through the long and 
sometimes arduous-growing season. Many first-time interns have romantic notions 
about farming, which need to be tempered with some grit. The reality is that most 
young people today have not done a lot of physical labor and are not prepared for 
the very physical nature of farming.  
 
2. What are your long-term agriculture goals?  

Chances are, someone who is really passionate about a future in farming will be 
more likely to work hard and stay through the entire season than someone who just 
wants an interesting summer experience.  
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3. Tell me about your living preferences.  

This question will be more or less important depending on the intern’s living 
situation. For example, if interns are expected to live on site and share cooking 
facilities and meals, eating preferences may be a big issue.  

 
4. Tell me about your working style.  

Asking prospective interns about their working style may give farmers 
important insights into their attitudes about work. This may be a difficult question 
for some interns to answer, so use some of these follow-up questions to get more 
information: Do you prefer to work alone or on a team? Do you like a lot of 
instruction and guidance, or do you prefer to observe and try things on your own? 
Do you prefer to start and end early or take frequent breaks? What have been your 
favorite jobs?  
The answers to these questions will help indicate whether your working styles are 
compatible. Compatibility will depend, in part, on your farm situation. For 
example, a very social person who likes to work in groups is bound to struggle on a 
geographically isolated farm that has no other interns. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on 
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the Farm," written by Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm 
Institute 
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Teaching Tools 
 
The resources included in this section of the toolkit focus on teaching as a skill, providing 
mentors with practicable tips and information about learning styles.  

 
Excerpt taken from the 2008 Edition of the “Cultivating Success Mentor Handbook” 
developed by Diane Green, Theresa Beaver, and Cinda Williams  
 

One on One Teaching 
 
34 Tips for Teaching 
 
When you have a student-intern, you do need to take the time to 
explain things to them to give the experience clarity. To create a viable 
learning experience, the student-intern needs to talk about what they 
are learning, write about it, relate and apply it to hands-on experience. 
 
The following are some basic principles that are relevant to teaching one 
on one that may assist you at combining the day-to-day activities on the 
farm with an educational component. 
 
1. First offer a demonstration of the technique you use to meet the 
desired outcome. Positive examples are more helpful than examples of 
what not to do. 
 
2. Think about the basics of what is truly important of getting your point 
across. 
Verbal hints that identify key features of the skill will help student-
interns understand the desired outcome of the task. They are likely to be 
distracted by irrelevant details. Keep it simple! You can add details later. 
 
3. ‘Bare bones’, simplified demonstrations are more useful as starting 
points than complex situations that may overwhelm the intern with too 
many details. 
 
4. Permit student-interns the maximum freedom to experience 
successful completion of a task or a part of a task, but give enough 
guidance so that they will not get bogged down in a rut of errors. This 
implies that the learning experiences of student-interns go from the 
simple to the complex, with the steps so ordered that each new problem 
can be successfully solved. There are no ‘stupid questions’, and it is good 
to let them know this. 
 
5. Student-interns need practice with feedback. 
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6. Don’t try to correct everything on the first trial of a project! Feedback 
from the farmer-instructor or from peers may provide more information 
that the student can assimilate. 
 
7. Try to provide some encouraging feedback as well as identification of 
mistakes. 
Of course it is important to point out errors, but be aware of how you 
make your point so that mistakes are taken constructively. 
 
8. Feedback that identifies errors won’t help if the learner doesn’t know 
what to do to avoid the errors. Give guidance about what to try next. 
 
9. Practice with varied examples is likely to be both more motivating 
than is simple drill and repetition. 
 
10. Coaching is not simply one-way telling and criticizing. Asking the 
learners about 
their perceptions of what they are doing and helping them evaluate their 
own performance is also important. As you evaluate work, verbalize the 
process you are using and the basis for your evaluation. Like other skills, 
self-evaluation is learned by practice with feedback. Thus student-interns 
need many opportunities for self-evaluation with feedback about their 
evaluation as well as about the work being evaluated. 
 
11. Peers can help one another. You don’t need to monitor everyone all 
of the time. 
 
How can you get your work done and teach? 
 
This is a subject that most of the farmers interested in becoming 
instructors have asked. 
 
I believe that we need to look at some of the basic principles used in one 
on one teaching to offer perspectives of how to meet this task as 
effectively as possible. Initially, with a new intern on the farm, it is going 
to take more time to explain things and show them how to do specific 
projects. There are always tasks that take extra care and expertise to 
accomplish, and these are the tasks that you need to be near by to offer 
demonstration of the technique. Ideally, the best learning takes place 
when you first demonstrate the technique, allow the student to show you 
what they perceive to be the appropriate action; and then work side by 
side for a period of time to make 
observations, suggestions, and offer encouragement.  
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It is important to permit student-interns the maximum freedom to 
experience successful completion of a task or a part of a task. At the 
same time, we need to give enough guidance so that they will not get 
bogged down in a rut of errors. This means that once a task has been 
given, that you allow time for the intern to have the experience without 
‘hovering’. Staying nearby in case they have questions can be helpful as 
well.  
 
As farmers, most of us are very used to doing everything. If you do not 
take the time to line out several tasks with your interns, they will be 
returning to ask you “what do I do next?” over and over again.  
 
One way to encourage a self-motivated intern is to have an ongoing list 
of projects or tasks that are clearly defined and outlined for them to do. 
This will help you utilize your time more productively and provide 
alternative projects for your interns without your having to stop so often 
to show them the way. Granted, at the start up of the season; you are 
definitely going to spend more time explaining things. By planning 
ahead, you can give reading assignments that are relative to the next 
day’s project. This will give them a better understanding of the tasks at 
hand. 
 
There are always daily, basic tasks that need to be accomplished. These 
are things that may not need close supervision to be accomplished. By 
making a list of ongoing tasks for your intern to work on, they will be 
given the opportunity to work independently at times when you simply 
cannot take the time to stop and explain.  
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on 
the Farm," written by Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm 
Institute 
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Excerpt taken from the 2008 Edition of the “Cultivating Success Mentor Handbook” 
developed by Diane Green, Theresa Beaver, and Cinda Williams   

 
Adult Learning Styles 

 
Learning Styles Primer for Farmer Mentors 
You are now considering the possibility of mentoring a future farmer; 
taking an intern under your wing; and inviting someone to come to your 
farm to observe, listen and do. There are many expectations on your 
side and also many on the part of the individual who is interested in this 
learning opportunity. 
 
The Cultivating Success program is aimed at providing a successful 
learning and growing experience for both farmer and intern. Learning is 
emphasized because this internship is more than a job. Your intern will 
be a student of farming. The objective is to learn how to plant, water, 
build the soil, raise animals, market, etc. This puts you (the experienced 
farmer) in the position of the teacher. Not only are you a teacher but you 
will also be doing more one-on-one instruction than most school or 
university instructors ever experience. In addition, you will have a 
personal relationship with your student. More than likely your student 
will have a very different personality and learning style than you do. 
 
Knowing something about different learning and teaching styles will ease 
the process between you and your intern. It does not mean that you will 
have the student take a test and then try to structure all your learning 
activities to meet the students learning style. It is merely to give you a 
better sense of the different learning styles so you are more sensitive to 
your own style and others. In fact, no matter where we fall in our 
dominant or preferred learning style, we all learn in a number of ways. 
The most successful educational endeavors are those that provide a 
variety of different learning experiences. 
 
There are numerous types of theories and methodologies regarding 
learning styles, personality characteristics and intelligence types. These 
evaluative models give us a general way to categorize people according 
to how they view the world and learn from it. As most of the literature on 
these learning styles points out, this is not to pigeonhole people. 
However, it may provide tendencies that are useful in helping the 
educational process. It may also provide new insight into the fact that we 
are all very different. Having this understanding might provide the 
necessary patience it takes to make this a win-win situation between 
teacher and student. 
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Another reason for you as a farmer mentor to look at different learning 
styles is for your own personal benefit. It might provide insight into the 
teaching/leading methods that are most comfortable for you. You might 
also find it useful information for improving communication skills or in 
working with teams. 
 
How Do We Learn? 
There are numerous theories of assessing learning tendencies or styles. 
One of the most recognized learning theories is based on the work of 
David Kolb. Kolb and others have looked at learning as a scientific 
process as well as a way to evaluate effective learning and teaching 
strategies. 
 
Kolb’s Experimental Learning Theory 
Kolb’s four-stage theory of learning is based on a model with two 
dimensions (see Figure 1). The first dimension is represented by the 
horizontal line and is based on the “tasks.” At one extreme is the Active 
Experimentation phase (doing) and at the other end is the reflective 
observation phase (watching). The second dimension is based on our 
thought and emotional processes and runs vertical. At the top of this 
dimension we have the concrete experience phase (feeling) and at the 
bottom we have the abstract conceptualization (thinking) phase. These 
four phases of the learning process are described below with information 
that relates to preferred educational activities for different learner types: 

• Feeling or Sensing (Concrete Experience) - This dimension 
represents a receptive experience based approach to learning that 
relies on feeling based judgments. Learning is most effective from 
specific examples in which they can be involved. This phase of 
learning relies more on peers, not authority. Theoretical readings 
are not always helpful while group work and peer feedback often 
leads to success. Planned activities should apply learned skills. The 
instructor acts as coach/helper for this self-directed autonomous 
learner. 

• Watching (Reflective Observation) – This phase is based on 
careful observation in making judgments. Preferred learning 
situations include lectures that allow the role of impartial objective 
observer. Lectures are helpful to this learner as they are often 
visual and auditory learners. This learner wants the instructor to 
provide expert interpretation. They look for an instructor who is 
both a taskmaster and a guide. 

• Thinking (Abstract Conceptualization) - Oriented towards things 
and symbols, and less towards other people. Prefer to be in 
authority-directed, impersonal learning situations that emphasize 
theory and systematic analysis. Learners at this phase are 
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frustrated by and gain little from unstructured "discovery learning" 
approaches such as exercises and simulations. Case studies, 
theoretical readings and reflective thinking exercises help this 
learner. 

• Doing (Active Experimentation) - Individuals in this phase learn 
best when they can engage in such things as projects, homework, 
or group discussions. They dislike passive learning situations such 
as lectures. This learner wants to touch everything (kinesthetic or 
tactile). Problem solving, small group discussions or games, peer 
feedback, and self directed work assignments all help this learner. 
This learner likes to see everything and determine their own 
criteria for the relevance of the materials. 

 
Pragmatists (Feelers) like to learn using abstract conceptualization and 
active experimentation (laboratories, field work, observations). Training 
approach: peer feedback and activities that apply skills. They prefer to 
deal with things rather than people. 
 
Activists (Doers) like to learn using concrete experience and active 
experimentation (simulations, case study, homework). Training 
approach: practicing the skill, problem solving, small group discussions, 
and peer feedback. They are called accommodators because they excel 
in adapting to specific immediate circumstances. They tend to solve 
problems intuitively, relying on others for information. 
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on 
the Farm," written by Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm 
Institute 
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Evaluation Tools  
 
Excerpt taken from the 2008 Edition of the “Cultivating Success Mentor Handbook” 
developed by Diane Green, Theresa Beaver, and Cinda Williams 
 
The Evaluation Process 
 
Introduction to Evaluations 
 
One way to improve and empower the educational process is to use 
evaluations as a tool for discussion and feedback with interns as well as 
with instructors. 
 
In a classroom situation, the exam is one way to determine the level of 
comprehension of a topic. Instructors can evaluate by class discussion, 
student notes, and individual conferences outside of the classroom. In 
the field, on the farm, away from the classroom, the options change. 
 
It seems obvious that students must give some interest and attention to 
their work in order to learn, and student reactions are therefore 
valuable. We have created a couple of outlines for evaluations of interns 
that may help facilitate clear communication about specific topics for 
discussion with their Farmer Mentor. 
 
We have also included an evaluation for the intern to assess the Farmer 
Mentor as an instructor. Student evaluation of instruction is a relatively 
direct method of obtaining this information. This is one way for the 
instructor to improve on their teaching techniques. The Farmer Mentor 
can use this evaluation to improve the quality of the education on the 
farm. 
 
These assessments should not be used as the single measure of 
teaching. Rather we should think of them as data valuable for problem 
solving. 
 
These evaluation forms may need to be reexamined and revised to best 
meet the needs of your specific project as well. 
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MONTHLY INTERN EVALUATION 
(To be filled out by farmer) 
 
Name of Intern____________________________    Date____________ 
 
Farmer Mentor ______________________     Farm Name________________ 
 
Select the choice that best applies to intern: 
1. Quality of Work 
___Above Average ___Average ___Needs Improvement ___Not Observed 
 
2. Listens & responds to directions 
___Above Average ___Average ___Needs Improvement ___Not Observed 
 
3. Completes work assignments as directed 
___Above Average ___Average ___Needs Improvement ___Not Observed 
 
4. Willingness to work required schedule 
___Above Average ___Average ___Needs Improvement ___Not Observed 
 
5. Takes initiative to work independently without supervision 
___Above Average ___Average ___Needs Improvement ___Not Observed 
 
In the space provided below, please evaluate intern monthly progress: 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
What would you do differently? 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
How well is it working? 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Other Comments: 
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MONTHLY OR END OF SEASON INTERN EVALUATION 
(To be filled out by farmer monthly or end of season: circle one) 
 
Name of Intern____________________________ Date____________ 
 
Farmer Mentor ______________________ Farm Name________________ 
 
Describe in what ways Intern: 
 
1. Listens and responds to directions? 
 
 
 
 
2. Completes work assignments as directed? 
 
 
 
 
3. Performs work in a careful manner? 
 
 
 
 
4. Assumes responsibility and learns from own mistakes? 
 
 
 
 
5. Willingness to work required schedule? 
 
 
 
 
6. Absence record? 
 
 
 
 
7. Consider general efficiency and consistency of work? 
 
 
 
 
8. Takes initiative to work independently without supervision? 
 
 
 
 
9. Other comments: 
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FARMER MENTOR EVALUTATION 
(To be filled out by intern at end of season) 
 
Farmer Mentor: _____________________Farm Name:________________ 
 
Assess farmer mentor using the following topics: 
1. Were directions given clearly? 
 
 
2. Were appropriate tools supplied? 
 
 
3. Safety conditions? 
 
 
4. Atmosphere of working environment? 
 
 
5. Atmosphere of living environment? 
 
 
6. Content and usefulness of information? 
 
 
7. Practical information and applications? 
 
 
 
8. Willingness to discuss different ideas and answer questions? 
 
 
 
9. Why did you choose to accept this internship? 
 
 
 
10. Has it met your expectations? 
 
 
 
11. Suggestions for improvements? 
 
 
 
12. What do you consider strengths and/or weaknesses of the internship 
program? 
 
 
 
 
Intern signature _____________________________ Date:_________ 
Thank you for taking the time to fill out this evaluation! 
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on 
the Farm," written by Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm 
Institute 
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Legal Considerations  
 
Bringing a trainee onto the farm brings with it a number of legal ramifications. The 
resources included in this section of the toolkit aim to help potential mentors navigate labor 
laws, liability insurance, workers compensations, and housing regulations. These resources 
should not be construed as legal advice and farmers are responsible for finding and 
complying with state and federal laws governing on-farm labor. Many of the resources in 
this section of the toolkit are generally applicable to the United States, though some 
resources especially around minimum wage laws, agricultural labor exemptions, and taxes 
are state specific and are included as an example of how state law governs on-farm labor. 
Potential mentors should seek out information from their State Department of Agriculture, 
Department of Labor, and/or other relevant local agencies in order to find out what 
regulations apply to their farm and mentoring program.  
 
Excerpt taken from the Washington State Department of Agriculture “Labor on the Farm 
Factsheet” 
 
Labor on the Farm  
January 2010 
 
Running a Successful Farm Business  
Labor laws can be a challenge to understand, especially given the seasonal and familial 
nature of farm work. The following information and regulations are for every classification of 
worker you might have on your farm. As an employer, farms have legal responsibilities when 
hiring employees, interns, apprentices and volunteers.   
  
In this fact sheet, you will find information on:  
• managing people;   
• labor laws for interns;  
• labor laws for apprentices; and  
• labor laws for volunteers.  
 
Managing People  
  
For any size of business or farm, it is a good idea to have a plan for managing employees, 
volunteers, interns, and even other family members. Although there may be implicit roles built 
up over a lifetime of working together, creating a more formalized management plan 
becomes increasingly useful when new people are added to the farm business.  
  
Management plans build understanding about why and how decisions are made, and clarify 
exactly what each person’s responsibilities will be on the farm. By sharing ownership in the 
outcomes, employees are better able to understand the big picture and focus on the right 
priorities. Formal management plans and employee manuals may also help in securing 
funding, abiding by legal requirements with employees, and improving on-farm safety.  
  
There are many ways to approach how to manage everyone working on or with your farm. 
If you are just getting started, there are seven key processes to focus on:  
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• create written job descriptions and an overall plan for how each job fits into the whole;  
• create clear hiring protocols;  
• provide an orientation to your farm and the job as well as ongoing training (informal and 
formal);  
• develop clear employer/employee communication, including a written grievance policy;  
• schedule times to review job goals and performance;  
• clarify compensation and check related laws; and   
• schedule times to review your management plan to keep it updated and relevant.   
  
Managing people is a real skill and can be real work. However, having a productive team 
and avoiding personnel tension and even possible legal issues is a real benefit in the long 
run.   
 
Labor and Industries Requirements  
 
L&I requires certain workplace posters to be posted for employees. A list of workplace 
posters required and recommended by L&I, other Washington State and federal agencies is 
available at www.lni.wa.gov/IPUB/101- 054-000.pdf. All posters are free and available in 
both English and Spanish. Be aware that private companies will try to sell these to you.  
   
L&I requires that employers maintain records of employees for three years. Records must 
include: employee name and address, occupation and L&I job classification, dates of 
employment, amount paid each pay period, wage rate or rates of pay, and total hours 
worked each pay period, and termination date and cause. These records are subject to 
audit.   
   
L&I conducts workshops around the state designed for new businesses or businesses that plan 
to hire workers for the first time. It explains an employer’s rights and responsibilities and 
provides an overview of the services and resources available at Labor and Industries. It also 
covers workplace safety and health requirements, claims management strategies, risk 
management, quarterly reporting requirements and wage-and-hour laws. For complete 
information, please visit L&I online at www.lni.wa.gov or call (800) 574-2829.  
   
L&I also has a webpage that leads new businesses or new employers through all of the 
needed information and steps at www.lni.wa.gov/Main/RunBusiness.asp or download the 
form available online called the Farm Labor Employer Packet at www.lni.wa.gov, or call the 
Washington State Department of Labor and Industries Employer Help Line at (360) 902-
5316.   
 
Providing a Safe Workplace for Your Employees  
 
As an agricultural employer with one or more employees you are responsible for following 
guidelines and statutory requirements in order to maintain a safe workplace. There are 
specific workplace standards and reporting provisions with which an employer must comply. 
Details can be found on the L&I website under several different headings pertaining to on 
the job safety.  
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You may want to request a safety and health consultation from L&I. A consultant, not an 
inspector, will meet with you and conduct a walkthrough survey of your worksite to identify 
hazards and recommend remedies. You must correct in a timely manner any serious hazards 
found during the consultation, but the consultant will not issue a citation or fine you.    
  
To learn about the safety standards for agriculture and resources available for employee 
safety and health trainings visit 
www.lni.wa.gov/safety/topics/atoz/default.asp?KWID=353. The WISHA rules are 
available in English or Spanish, through the L&I website at 
www.lni.wa.gov/WISHA/Rules/agriculture/default.htm.   
 
Payroll Taxes  
 
Employers are required to withhold federal income, Social Security and Medicare taxes from 
employees’ wages. Employers are also required to pay worker’s compensation and state 
unemployment insurance. For more information, on your payroll responsibilities please see the 
Fact Sheet on Taxes.   
 
Labor Laws for Interns  
  
An intern must be registered in an internship program at an accredited educational institution 
such as a college, community college, or university where a student pays the school and 
receives academic credit.   
 An internship allows an employer to be exempt from:  
• paying wages; and  
• paying unemployment insurance tax through state Employment Securities (ESD) and federal 
(FUTA).  
 An internship still requires that an employer:  
• provide a safe workplace.  
  
Washington Labor and Industries premium for workers compensation insurance that covers on 
the job injuries can be paid by the educational institution sponsoring the internship.   
 
Labor Laws for Apprentices  
  
The term “apprentice” is an employment classification with a formal structure set by federal 
and state law. The business employing the apprentice designs a personalized program that 
must be proposed to and approved by the Washington State Apprenticeship Council (a 
division of L&I).  
  
In order to have apprentices, you must follow these legal requirements:  
• Have an Employer’s Identification Number (EIN);  
• Pay at least minimum wage with raises based upon demonstrated competencies;  
• Pay Washington Labor and Industries premium for workers compensation insurance that 
covers on the job injuries;  
• Pay Unemployment insurance tax through state Employment Securities(ESD) and federal 
(FUTA);   
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• Provide a safe workplace for your employees; and   
• Provide 144 hours of pre-planned instructional time per year.  
  
While there is no cost to register an apprenticeship program, it does take time. Plan for three 
to six months to create, register and approve an apprenticeship program.   
  
The employer benefits from apprentices by building long-term labor support and training 
someone from the beginning with their knowledge and techniques. As a Washington State 
registered apprentice, an apprentice will receive a 50% tuition waiver at a Washington 
State community or technical college.  
  
To create an apprenticeship program you will need to be either a farm, group of farms or 
trade organization.  
  
Registered apprenticeship programs start with the formation of an apprenticeship committee. 
Committees develop program guidelines that include:  
• Criteria for becoming an apprentice  
• Skill and proficiency requirements to reach journey worker/professional level  
• Number of apprenticeship openings  
• Wage rates and progressions based upon demonstrated competencies  
• Required course curriculum to complement on-the-job training  
• Supervision methods  
• Equal opportunity procedures  
  
For a fact sheet on full apprenticeship requirements visit 
www.lni.wa.gov/TradesLicensing/Apprenticeship/files/pubs/RegisteredApprenticeshipemplo
yerfactsheet.pdf. Or for a local apprenticeship consultant go to:  
www.lni.wa.gov/TradesLicensing/Apprenticeship/About/AppCoordinators/default.asp, or 
call (360) 902-5320.  
 
Labor Laws for Volunteers  
  
According to L&I rules, volunteers are not allowed in a “for-profit” business.   
  
Employers must follow all state employee guidelines for people seeking to trade, barter or 
volunteer on their farm. Arranging for volunteer agricultural workers through established 
exchange programs does not exempt an employer from these requirements.   
  
There are only two programs through L&I for volunteers that are not required to meet all 
other state employee guidelines. One is the Sports Teams and Youth Workers program and 
the other more applicable to farms is the K- 12 Student Volunteers program for which 
information can be found at http://lni.wa.gov/FormPub/Detail.asp?DocID=1560. This can 
apply to 4-H projects.  
 For complete information about employment standards and workplace rights, contact L&I at 
(866) 219-7321. 
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Addressing Liability Insurance Concerns 

 
Excerpt taken from the 2008 Edition of the “Cultivating Success Mentor Handbook” developed by 
Diane Green, Theresa Beaver, and Cinda Williams  
 
Perhaps you already have some insurance. What type of coverage do 
you need? There is no specific answer to this question because not all 
businesses or farming situations are alike. Insurance is a necessity in 
most businesses. The standard advice is to only insure against what you 
can’t afford to lose. None of us can afford to lose the farm; therefore it is 
extremely important to have insurance protection. 
 
In most cases, insurance is required as a condition for a bank loan. In a 
sole proprietorship, adequate insurance is critical because you are 
personally liable for all debts. Having adequate insurance is one way to 
manage this possible risk of being personally liable for your business’ 
default on loans. 
 
Many business owners naively believe their business doesn’t need 
insurance. Even in the case of home-based businesses, thinking your 
homeowner’s policy will cover any business loss is a huge mistake. The 
activities of your home office are not likely to be insured by your 
homeowner’s policy unless you have a special “rider” on that 
homeowner’s policy or have separate home office coverage. 
 
Ask your insurance agent to look at your present coverage to analyze 
what additional areas of risk your business exposes you to and 
recommend the types and amounts of insurance your business requires. 
Make a list of all of the business activities that you have on going at your 
farm to include things like farm tours, interns, workshops, and value 
added products etc. and share these with your agent. 
 
Property and liability are the most important types of insurance for 
businesses. A property policy provides insurance on your building and 
other physical assets. Liability protects you against claims of injury or 
property loss resulting from negligence on your part. Life and health 
coverage is primarily seen as part of an employee benefit package. 
 
Liability Insurance 
 
Liability insurance protects your business if for example; someone 
suffers a bodily injury while on your site and sues you for damages. Your 
insurance policy should cover your costs for these damages. Many 
policies will also cover injuries like libel and slander (if you are in the 
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publishing business, for instance). The cost of liability insurance is 
generally related to the risk of your industry. As an agricultural business, 
your cost may depend upon what you produce on your farm and how 
you produce it, and whether or not your operation is open to the general 
public. 
 
Liability for the acts of animals kept as pets or part of the farm operation 
is another area specific to agricultural business. For example, legal 
liabilities may arise if your cattle get into your neighbor’s cornfield or 
they cause a car accident while they are crossing the road. Perhaps a 
horse or a goat bites someone while visiting the farm; these are things 
to consider when you have farm visitors. 
 
Product Liability 
 
Product liability insurance protects you against injury or property loss 
due to a product defect or design flaw, this list includes farm machinery, 
livestock products and food products. 
 
Professional Liability 
 
Professional insurance protects people whose business involves services 
or consulting. People who are self-employed often need professional 
liability insurance to protect both their personal and business interests. 
Perhaps other farmers hire you to advise on production planning, for 
example, and pay you for that service. Find out from your insurance 
agent if that activity exposes you to any special liability issues. 
 
Workman’s Compensation Insurance and State Laws 
 
Workers’ Compensation Insurance covers employees medical and 
rehabilitation costs and lost wages for employees hurt on the job. It is 
required by law in every state. Requirements and rates vary by state. 
We want to be sure that the farmers involved with this farmer-mentor 
program are protected from liability and adhering to the workman’s 
compensation laws. 
 
Interns must be registered as either academic or CEU students at a cooperating 
university in order to not be considered employees. In the states of Idaho and 
Washington, it is considered illegal to have someone work on your farm, even in an 
educational setting, if s/he is not being paid. A student earning credit from an 
accredited institution is exempt and legal, which is why Cultivating Success requires 
that all interns register for credit. 
 
*Excerpts from NXLevel’s Tilling the Soil of Opportunity Course Materials (www.nxlevel.org) 
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on 
the Farm," written by Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm 
Institute 
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute 
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute



86 

An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute 
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute 
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute



100 

An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from “The On-Farm Mentor’s Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the 
Farm” published by the New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the Farm," written by Miranda 
Smith and published by New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the Farm," written 
by Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm Institute 
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the Farm," written by Miranda 
Smith and published by New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the Farm," published by New 
England Small Farm Institute. 
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the Farm," published by New 
England Small Farm Institute. 
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the Farm," written by 
Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the Farm," written by Miranda 
Smith and published by New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the Farm," written by 
Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the Farm," written by 
Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm Institute
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An excerpt from "The On-Farm Mentor's Guide: Practical Approaches to Teaching on the Farm," written by 
Miranda Smith and published by New England Small Farm Institute
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Section 4: Mentoring Resource Directory 
 
 Note: This directory is not an exhaustive list of organizations that support mentoring, but 
offers a list of larger directories of mentoring programs, organizations that host mentoring 
opportunities, as well as organizations that are situated within a community and able to 
help potential mentors connect with apprentices or provide networking.  
 
Agriculture & Land Based Training Association (ALBA) 
P.O. Box 6264 
Salinas, California 93912 
(831) 758-1469 
http://www.albafarmers.org/index.html 
Region: California  
Type of Program: Small Farm Incubator, Small Farmer Education Program  
 
Alternative Farming Systems Information Center (AFSIC) 
National Agricultural Library 
US Department of Agriculture 
301-504-6559 
http://afsic.nal.usda.gov 
Region: National  
Type of Program: Mentoring Program Directory 
  
American Association of Botanical Gardens and Arboreta (AABGA) 
http://www.publicgardens.org/ 
Region: National  
Type of Program: Directory of Internship Programs within Gardens and Arboretums 
 
Appropriate Technology Transfer for Rural Areas (ATTRA) 
P.O. Box 3657 
Fayetteville, AR 72702 
(800) 516-779 
http://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/internships/ 
Region: National 
Type of Program: Mentoring Program Directory 
 
BioDynamic Farming and Gardening Assoc. 
25844 Butler Road  
Junction City, Or 
97448 
(888) 516-7797 
http://www.biodynamics.com/resources 
Region: National (with Limited International Listings) 
Type of Program: Mentor Farm Listing  
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California Certified Organic Farmers (CCOF) 
1115 Mission St 
Santa Cruz, CA 
95060 
(888) 423-2263 
www.ccof.org 
Region: California 
Type of Program: Hosts Interns 
 
Carolina Farm Stewardship Assoc.  
P.O. Box 448 
Pittsboro, NC  
27312 
(919) 542-2402 
http://www.carolinafarmstewards.org/projects.shtml 
Region: North Carolina, South Carolina 
Type of Program: Farm Incubator Program 
 
Center for Rural Affairs* 
145 Main St , PO Box 136 
Lyons, NE 68038 
voice (402) 687-2100 
fax (402) 687-2200 
http://www.cfra.org/resources/beginning_farmer 
Region: Nebraska  
Type of Program: Advocacy, Supports Land Transitions  
 
Colorado State University Extension: Beginning Farmer Center* 
http://www.ext.colostate.edu/cis/food_ag.html#pro 
Region: Colorado 
Type of Program: Beginning Farmer Classes, Networking 
 
Cultivating Success* 
http://www.cultivatingsuccess.org/ 
Region: Idaho, Washington 
Type of Program: Beginning Farmer Courses, On-Farm Apprenticeships on “Cultivating 
Success” Approved Farms  
 
Farmer Veteran Coalition** 
http://www.farmsnotarms.org/Projects/Swords%20to%20Plowshares.aspx 
Region: National  
Type of Program:  On-Line Listing of On-Farm Jobs for Veterans 
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Greenhorns/ National Young Farmers Coalition* 
http://thegreenhorns.net/ 
http://www.youngfarmers.org/category/news/ 
Region: National 
Type of Program: Young Farmer Organizing, Resources  
 
International Agricultural Exchanges (Agriventure)  
#105, 7701 5 Street SE 
Calgary, Alberta Canada ‘(403) 255-7799 
www.agriventure.com 
Region: International 
Type of Program: Placement Program for On-Farm Interns  
 
Georgia Organics* 
http://www.georgiaorganics.org/about_us/programs_projects.php 
Region: Georgia 
Type of Program: Mentor and Apprentice Matching Program  
 
Grow Alabama: Organicorps  
http://www.growalabama.com/organicorps.shtml 
Region: Alabama 
Type of Program: Farm Incubator, Hosts On-Farm Interns  
 
International Farm Transition Network (IFTN) 
Beginning Farmer Center is part of IFTN* 
http://www.farmtransition.org/netwpart.html 
Region: National (By State) and International 
Type of Program: Umbrella Website that Links to State-Wide Land Transition Programs 
across the U.S. which Match Entering Farmers with Retiring Farmers 
 
Holistic Management International* 
http://www.holisticmanagement.org/ 
Region: International 
Type of Program: Farmer Education  
 
Land Stewardship Project* 
821 East 35th Street 
Suite 200 
Minneapolis, MN 55407 
Phone (612) 722-6377 
http://www.landstewardshipproject.org/farmbeg.html 
Region: Minnesota, Illinois, Nebraska, North Dakota, South Dakota, Hudson Valley in New 
York and Wisconsin 
Type of Program: Farm Beginnings Coursework, Mentor and Apprentice Matching, 
Networking  
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Maine Organic Farmers & Gardeners Assoc. (MOFGA)* 
P.O. Box 170 
Unity, ME 04988 
(207) 568-4142 
www.mofga.org 
Region: Maine 
Type of Program: Supports Apprenticeships through Hosting Networking Events, Providing 
Additional Trainings, and Providing Resources for Mentors and Apprentices 
 
Michael Fields Agricultural Institute  
W2493 County Road ES 
East Troy, WI 53120 
(262) 642-3303 
www.michaelfieldsaginst.org 
Region: Wisconsin  
Type of Program: Beginning Farmer Education Workshops and Networking  
 
Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Service* 
P.O. Box 339 
Spring Valley, WI 54767 
715-772-3153 
http://www.mosesorganic.org/mentoring.html 
Region: Midwest  
Type of Program: Farmer to Farmer Mentoring Program  
 
Mississippi Association of Cooperatives  
233 E Hamilton St 
Jackson, MS 39202-3231 
(601) 944-0599 
http://www.mississippiassociation.coop/ 
Region: Mississippi 
Type of Program: Youth Mentoring Program  
 
Multinational Exchange for Sustainable Agriculture (MESA)  
5245 College Ave #508 
Oakland, CA 94618 
www.mesaprogram.org 
Region: National and International  
Type of Program: Matches Apprentices with U.S. Host Farms Practicing Organic and/or 
Sustainable Agriculture 
 
Northeast Organic/Sustainable Agriculture Education Directory 
Northeast Organic Farming Association 
Massachusetts Chapter 
411 Sheldon Road 
Barre, MA 01005 
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978-355-2853 
http://www.nofamass.org/programs/ageddirectory.php 
Region: Northeast US 
Type of Program: Describes Educational and Training Programs about Organic or 
Sustainable Agricultural Methods  
 
NOFA/Massachusetts  
411 Sheldon Road 
Barre, MA 01005 
(978) 355-2853 
www.nofamass.org 
Region: Massachusetts 
Type of Program: Network 
 
NOFA/New Jersey 
60 South Main Street 
P.O. Box 886 
Pennington, NJ 08334 
(609) 737-6848  
www.nofanj.org  
Region: New Jersey 
Type of Program: Farm Incubator Project, Network 
 
NOFA/New York 
P.O. Box 880  
Cobleskill, NY 12043 
(607) 652-NOFA 
www.nofany.org 
Region: New York  
Type of Program: Beginning Farmer Resources, Network 
 
NOFA/Rhode Island  
51 Edwards Lane 
Charlestown, RI 02813 
(401) 364-7557 
http://nofari.org/ 
Region: Rhode Island  
Type of Program: Network   
 
NOFA/Vermont  
PO Box 697 
Richmond, VT 05477  
(802) 434-4122 
www.nofavt.org 
Region: Vermont  
Type of Program: Mentor and Apprentice On-Line Directory 
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North American Biodynamic Apprenticeship Program  
http://www.bdtraining.org/ 
Region: National 
Type of Program: Coursework, On-Farm Apprenticeship Matching Program, Network 
 
The New England Small Farm Institute 
P.O. Box 608, Belchertown, MA  01007 
(413) 323-4531 
www.smallfarm.org 
Region: Northeast US 
Type of Program: Farm Apprentice Placement (Northeast Workers on 
OrganicFarms/NEWOOF); Aspiring Farmer Resources (Exploring the Small Farm Dream); 
Beginning Farmer, On-Farm Mentor and Service Provider Resources; New England 
LandLink 
 
Ohio Ecological Food and Farming Association (OEFFA)  
P.O. Box 82234 
Columbus, OH 43202  
(614) 421-2002 
http://www.oeffa.org/apprentice.php 
Region: Ohio 
Type of Program: Online Listing of Mentors and Interested Apprentices 
 
Organic Volunteers 
639 Montezuma, no.510 
Santa Fe, NM 87501 
http://www.organicvolunteers.org/ 
Region: National (with some international listings)  
Type of Program: A Directory of Volunteer Opportunities or Educational Exchange 
Opportunities in Organic and Sustainable Agriculture.  
 
Pennsylvania Association for Sustainable Agriculture (PASA) 
P.O. Box 419, 114 West Main Street 
Millheim, PA 16854 
(814) 349-9856 
www.pasafarming.org 
Region: Pennsylvania   
Type of Program: Farmer Education Program, Network  
 
Practical Farmers of Iowa* 
137 Lynn Ave. 
Suite 200 
Ames, Iowa 50014 
Ph: (515) 232-5661 
http://www.practicalfarmers.org/programs/youth-and-next-generation.html 
Region: Iowa 
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Type of Program: On-Farm Mentor and Apprentice Matching Program, “Farminar” series, 
Networking Events, and Saving Match Program  
 
Ranch Management Consultants 
953 Linden Ave 
Fairfield, CA 94533 
Phone: 707-429-2292 
www.ranchmanagement.com/ 
Type of Program: Ranching for Profit Classes, Executive Link Mentor Matching Program  
Region: Western U.S.  
 
Rodale Institute 
http://www.rodaleinstitute.org/ffc_directory 
Region:  National  
Type of Program: Farming for credit on-line directory. Lists and compares hands-on and 
classroom-based sustainable agriculture education opportunities. It is organized first by 
region, then alphabetically by state, and then within states by institution. Each entry includes 
the name of the farm and/or program, URLs, and basic program details on academic 
offerings such as courses, majors, minors, certificates, etc. 
 
Seattle Tilth Association  
4649 Sunnyside Avenue, Room 120  
Seattle, WA 98103 
(206) 633-0451 
www.seattletilth.org 
Region: Western Washington  
Type of Program: Farmer and Gardener Coursework, Network 
 
South Dakota State University Cooperative Extension* 
http://www.sdstate.edu/sdces/issues/index.cfm 
Region: South Dakota  
Type of Program: Program that Matches Current University Students with Area Ranchers 
 
Sustainable Agriculture Education Association 
http://www.sustainableaged.org/   
On-line clearinghouse of post-secondary agriculture education opportunities around the 
nation.  
Region: National  
Type of Program: On-Line Directory of Apprenticeships  
 
 
 
 
 
 



125 

Sustainable Farming Internships and Apprenticeships 
ATTRA - National Sustainable Agriculture Information Service 
P.O. Box 3657 
Fayetteville, AR 72702 
http://attrainternships.ncat.org/ 
Region: National 
Type of Program: On-Line Directory of Apprenticeships  
 
University of California: Santa Cruz 
Center For Agroecology & Sustainable Food Systems  
1156 High Street  
Santa Cruz, CA 95064 
(831) 459-3240 
www.ucsc.edu/casfs 
Region: Santa Cruz CA 
Type of Program: On-Farm Apprentice Program  
 
VT Women in Agriculture Network  (VT WAgN)* 
http://www.uvm.edu/wagn/?Page=education/index.html&SM=education/sub-menu.html 
Region: Vermont 
Type of Program: Workshops, Coursework, and Learning Circles for Beginning Women 
Farmers 
 
Virginia Department of Agriculture: Farmland Preservation* 
http://www.vdacs.virginia.gov/preservation/index.shtml 
Region: Virginia 
Type of Program: Land Link Directory, Land Transition Resources 
 
Wisconsin School for Beginning Dairy and Livestock Farmers* 
http://www.cias.wisc.edu/dairysch.html 
Region: Wisconsin 
Type of Program: Coursework, Networking  
 
World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms* 
www.wwoof.org 
Region: National and International 
Type of Program: Mentor Listing 
 
 
 
 
*Organization that participated in the research project  
**Member Organization of NFFC  
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