
At the crossroads of agriculture and 
innovation is a sweet spot, a place for 
young people to learn the needs of their 
community and develop creative solutions 
to meet those needs. A team of county, 
regional and state 4-H staff teamed up to 

develop the framework necessary to provide this opportunity.

Modeled after a successful program from the University of Minnesota, 
AgOvation empowers youth to explore and develop research-based 
solutions to current agricultural issues within their communities, such 
as economic growth, food security, human health and environmental 
sustainability.  AgOvation will help to develop our future workforce of 
agricultural scientists, engineers and technologists.

“When I meet with professionals in the ag industry, one of the top issues 
they mention is the difficulty in talent acquisition, especially given the high-
tech needs in modern agriculture,” says Ben Pullen, 4-H Youth Program 
Specialist based in northwest Iowa. “I believe this program has the ability 
to truly develop the skills that can make youth successful in developing the 
agriculture industry.”

Open to youth seventh grade through 12th grade, the program allows 
teams of two to five members to work to develop a project and create a 
presentation to share their solutions. Each team works with an adult mentor 
representing the sector that most closely aligns with their project. Youth 
are also encouraged to connect with representatives from Iowa State 
University and the agribusiness community throughout the process. Teams 
then present their work to a group of industry professionals at regional 
competitions, with the top teams being selected to present at the state final 
in October. The winning team will receive a scholarship provided by Cargill.

“I think this program will help 4-H’ers who are interested in agriculture and 
science recognize the career opportunities in Iowa agriculture,” says Maya 
Hayslett, 4-H Crop Sciences Program Specialist. 

Pullen says this program is a unique blend of 4-H roots with modern skills 
and future needs. Through AgOvation, youth will develop a valuable set 

of skills, just as 4-H’ers have done for the 
past 100 years.  “As agriculture has changed 
over the last century, the skills needed to 
excel have changed. This model allows 4-H 
to be relevant in developing skills in the 21st 
century,” says Pullen.

While the staff team is excited to see projects that focus on novel ways to 
improve livestock and crop management, they also want to see projects 
that improve food security, the environment, health and the economy. 

“We want youth to see that agriculture is a part of their daily lives and 
connects to many things that they care about,” says Hayslett. 

Eight teams will compete in 
the first year of AgOvation 
and will represent both rural 
and urban backgrounds.

 “I am very excited to see 
what youth in Iowa decide 
to research and develop 
during this process, and I 
am even more excited to 
see how they apply those 
skills as they become 
leaders in the industry as 
adults,” Pullen adds. 

Throughout the process, 
AgOvation will be looking for 
adults in the industry to serve 
as mentors for the teams. 

If you are interested in 
learning about being a 
mentor for an AgOvation team, please contact Dr. Cayla Taylor at  
515-294-1877 or Cayla@iastate.edu  

AgOvation

Since its inception, 4-H has been on the leading edge of innovation. From developing the most efficient farming practices to understanding safer canning 
methods, 4-H’ers have always been open to the development of new ideas and willing to experiment to find solutions to problems. Today’s 4-H’ers are 
no different, and under the direction of 4-H Program Specialists, are utilizing critical-thinking skills and looking outside the box to solve the problems of 
today. New 4-H programs outlined on the following pages give youth the opportunity to learn, innovate, and problem-solve.

InventSTEM
STEM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics) is 
everywhere. It is more important than 
ever that young people are engaged 
with and interested in STEM programs. 
Looking for a way to combine 
innovation, creativity, critical thinking 

and real-world problems, InventSTEM was conceptualized in partnership 
with Alliant Energy. 

Youth teams will work with a club leader, teacher or adult mentor to come 
up with a solution for a specific theme. The theme for the pilot year will 
be wind energy. Youth will first learn about wind energy through specific 
educational activities. Next, they will work together as a team to come up 
with a solution to a given question or problem. The end goal is for each 
group to submit a two-dimensional drawing with descriptions or a hand-
built prototype of their solution. 

Dr. Sara Nelson, 4-H STEM lead, says InventSTEM is like bringing the science 
center out to students, drawing on research-based information and aligning 
with industry partners to explore real-world problems and solutions. Alliant 
Energy employees will help provide feedback and guidance in setting up 
the educational activities and challenge questions. There are also literacy, 
communication, and career exploration and development components of 
the program, offering a robust experience for participants.

InventSTEM is designed to be youth-driven 
and is focused on helping youth think 
about real-world problems. Dr. Nelson and 
the InventSTEM team hope to expand the 
curriculum and build communities around 
STEM education while developing new 
partnerships with the 4-H Program.  

“STEM programs help form a problem-solving mindset in kids,” said Julie 
Bauer, Manager of Community Affairs for Alliant Energy. “Supporting 
STEM programs develops a future workforce not only for Alliant Energy 
but the whole state. We’re always looking for talented people who are 
ready to put their knowledge AND creativity to work.”

InventSTEM was piloted this spring and the official kick-off will be at the 
2019 Iowa State Fair. Curriculum kits will be available throughout the 
state for groups to utilize. InventSTEM teams can start work in September, 
continuing throughout the school year to conceptualize and create their 
innovative solutions. The finalists will be chosen by Alliant Energy and a 
showcase will be held at the 2020 Iowa State Fair.  

If you are interested in learning more, please contact Sara Nelson at 
sdnelson@iastate.edu

STEM Lit to Go! A Volunteer’s Perspective
Innovation doesn’t have an age limit, and that’s especially evident 
in the new Clover Kids STEM Lit to Go! curriculum. This curriculum, 
developed with funding from the Iowa Farm Bureau Federation, 
provides Clover Kids Club leaders the resources they need to allow 
their club members to explore, experiment and innovate.

Patty Schmidt, principal at Easton Valley Elementary in Miles, Iowa, is one 
of the leaders for the Miles/Preston Clover Kids Club in Jackson County. 

“The kids have enjoyed every one of the kits we’ve done,” Schmidt 
says. “When we did the Roller Coaster activity, I was concerned that I 
didn’t have enough planned for the hour of programming, but to my 
surprise, the students didn’t want to stop building.”

BreAnne Melody, a leader for the Lake City Clover 
Kids in Calhoun County, has had similar experiences. 
“They love it. It seems like after we have ended our 
meeting we always have kids wanting to stick around 
and do more.”

Not only does the STEM Lit to Go! curriculum 
foster innovation, but it is innovative itself. 
Extensive development and research have 
gone into STEM Lit to Go! to make sure that 
the curriculum is not only educational, but also 
fun and easy to use. The unique instructional 
framework combines STEM and literacy concepts. 
STEM Lit to Go! Iowa features 12 lessons that have 
five core elements and can be covered in 60 to 
90 minute sessions. The lessons are built around 
reading a book followed by STEM play. 

As 4-H is a volunteer organization, STEM Lit to Go! 
needed to be something any leader could pick up 
and implement. Volunteers say the ease of use has 
been great, and the lessons are arranged in a way 

that is easy to follow and very engaging. 

“You can just grab your plan and 
run with it,” says Melody. “I like 
how it has a nice flow, and that 
you don’t have to spend a lot of 
time doing prep work. Since I am a 
leader for both Clover Kids and our 
local 4-H club, it helps to have it all 
laid out and planned for me.”

Creating an environment for kids that is both minds-on and hands-on, 
STEM Lit to Go! is helping develop critical-thinking skills youth will need. 

“My favorite part is seeing the kid’s excitement, and the joy that the 
projects have brought to them,” says Melody. “I just really enjoy 
watching the kids come up with a plan that they think will work, and I 
love seeing their eyes light up when it does. The encouragement they 
give each other is amazing.”

You can make a difference in the lives of youth! Contact your county 
4-H Extension office to find how you can be involved in your local 
Clover Kids Program.
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Left: An inside look at the curriculum. Above: Clover Kids from Miles/
Preston and Lake City participate in STEM Lit to GO! activities. 
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