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Last year’s annual report began with 
a letter focused on change. Indeed, 
change dominated the past several years. 
Across all industries, 2020-2022 brought 
significant changes for nearly everyone 

everywhere as we all adapted to a global pandemic— a pandemic 
that affected higher education particularly hard. This time frame 
also brought significant and extensive changes for the Southern 
Agricultural Center of Excellence (SACE). Staff changed, funding 
altered, board members retired, and new board members joined. 
I came along as the new Executive Director in March 2022. 
 With so much change swirling around us at SACE, I find it 
important also to remember what remains unchanged. We stand 
steady in our unwavering commitment to enhance agriculture, 
food, and natural resources (AFNR) education in southern 
Minnesota and to serve students at the high school, post-
secondary, and farm business management levels. We remain 
as committed as ever to our mission to align AFNR resources 
and students across our region to sustain and grow our southern 
Minnesota workforce. We continue to support farm business 
management (FBM) programs, instructors, and students and saw 
a ten-year high in FBM student participation in financial analysis 
submissions. We continue to outreach to more high school and 
college students than ever about the incredible and inspiring 
AFNR careers available in our region. Post-pandemic, we are 
back to reaching most of these students in-person: at educational 
conferences, career fairs, classroom visits, and community events. 
The agricultural workforce in southern Minnesota is incredibly 
diverse, but we don’t see similar rates of diversity in across our 
agricultural education spaces. We are passionately committed to 
increasing equity and diversity in AFNR in our region. 

 We continue engaging with local agricultural industry 
stakeholders on their most pressing needs and look for ways 
Minnesota State colleges and universities can be a part of 
the solution. We remain committed to accomplishing more 
engagements year-over-year; our region’s outlook is bright 
regarding AFNR, but we cannot rest on our laurels. We want to 
see big impacts from our work at SACE, and that means we want 
to continue to push ourselves to collaborate in new ways, make 
new connections, focus on enhancing education, and find new 
strategies for success.
 Although I’m new(ish) to the SACE Executive Director role, 
I am not new to SACE. I began working at South Central College 
— the fiscal agent of SACE and host to the SACE staff offices — 
in 2012 as an agribusiness faculty member. In fact, the faculty 
position I ended up taking was open due to a vacancy created 
when in 2012 Brad Schloesser became Dean of Agriculture 
and Director of what was then called the Southern Minnesota 
Center of Agriculture. I served as a faculty representative from 
South Central College to the then Southern Minnesota Center 
of Agriculture (now SACE) in the early days when the mission, 
vision, and work goals were just being debated and coalesced. 
Initially, there was one ½ time director position allocated to the 
center and no staff. Ten years later, I find myself back at SACE in 
an organization that is long past its nascent days; it’s now a center 
that clearly knows what it does and whom it serves. We have an 
amazing staff; Nathan, Shyanne and Shelly do fantastic work for 
agriculture education in southern Minnesota. In addition to the 
year-round team, this fall we added Katee to the team as a student 
intern for the Learn.Grow.Do. social media platforms. SACE has 
a great team ready and willing to serve the ag community.
 We cannot wait to see what 2023 brings for AFNR in southern 
Minnesota. From all of us at SACE, we hope you’re as optimistic 
as we are.
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Our Board of Directors is made up of individuals representing the full spectrum of the agricultural industry. 
They play a key role in the direction of the Center, program development, workforce training, and continued 
education. Members of the Board represent the 8 career pathways in the Agriculture, Food, and Natural 
Resources industry.
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The Southern Agricultural Center of 
Excellence will align students with 
the resources of academic institutions 
and industry to develop and sustain 
the workforce needs of agriculture in 
Southern Minnesota.

OUR 

Mission

OUR 

Vision

SOUTHERN MINNESOTA STATE COLLEGES 
AND UNIVERSITIES WITH AFNR

The Southern Agricultural Center of 
Excellence will serve as a dominant 
force in the promotion of education 
in agriculture and agricultural careers, 
aligning colleges and curricula  
across the region.
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Jeff Ward
At the Southern Agricultural Center 
of Excellence, we have been fortunate 
to work under the direction of Brad 
Schloesser from our inception. After 

2021, he moved to full-time Dean of Agribusiness at South 
Central College and transitioned the Executive Director role 
to a more than capable successor, Megan Roberts. All of this 
happened as the world tried to return to normal following 
COVID. Luckily for this board, we have also been blessed with 
fantastic support staff, where they not only transitioned us 
from one director to the next, but also from an era of lockdown 
uncertainty to a return of openness and personal interaction.

 Although the past few years have presented challenges, SACE 
has been able to maintain a very positive influence for both the 
students and schools we represent and serve. This is a credit to 
our directors and staff. For the members of the SACE Board, we 
have benefited through the consistent flow of information and 
available resources which I believe have set the table for the next 
several years.

 Looking forward, it is the desire of the entire SACE staff and 
board members that we not only continue to assist our students 
selecting our colleges and universities, but also that we help make 

their paths more accessible and more rewarding as they prepare 
for careers in the exciting world of agriculture.
 One area that we believe can be positively affected by our 
influence is addressing the 2 + 2 educational pathway. When 
students begin their agriculture education at one institution, it 
shouldn’t be difficult to continue that learning when moving 
on to another institution. If possible, SACE would like to aid 
in removing barriers and possibly help align the curriculum 
and credits to better coordinate degrees from school to school, 
particularly when extending a 2-year degree into a 4-year degree. 

 Another area of focus for SACE is being able to assist in some 
public/private partnerships, helping to make available more 
resources for learning and real-world experience that may be 
outside the traditional classroom.

 A term I’ve had to learn in my few short years of exposure to 
the post-secondary system is "baby steps”. We can’t just make an 
idea become reality overnight. Although sometimes we would 
like to, there are reasons, and sometimes even good reasons, why 
certain changes in our public system take more time. So, as I 
said earlier, we have very capable and very knowledgeable staff at 
SACE to help bring this meaningful guidance and improvement 
to our students throughout all areas of agriculture.
I look forward to working with all of you.

A Message from our Board Chair



We co-led the statewide FBM 
curriculum review, which is done 
every five years. Participants from 

all seven colleges offering FBM 
were present and the goal of this 

is to have a unified curriculum 
of stackable certificates with 
aligned program outcomes.

  Thought,  
Leadership, 
 
and Innovation

At the Ag Tech Conference, we 
hosted a Reverse College Career 

Fair, where 60 post-secondary 
educators representing 40 

AFNR programs, showcased 
their program to more than 200 

secondary educators.

Our team collaborated with partners 
including AgriGrowth, at the 

Minnesota Ag Talent and Workforce 
Roundtable, which brought together 

industry, educators and others to 
brainstorm strategies to address 

workforce shortages.

We led conversations 
with agribusinesses, 
large and small, on 
expanding access 

to internships, 
apprenticeships and 
career experiences.



Engaging 
 Industry

Seeking the voice and expertise of 
industry and community partners is integral 
throughout the work of the Centers. Centers 
facilitate rich, interactive networks to inform 
and guide our workforce of the future.

On National Ag Day, we were 
part of the live GreenSeam State 
of Ag report. We hosted one of 

the focus groups where some of 
the data was derived.

Riverland Community College invited us to be part of its Ag 
and Food Science Exploration Day. We toured Hormel Foods 

and students learned how to make sausage patties and 
links in the newly renovated Food Science lab at Riverland 

Community College.

It was great visiting with farmers 
and industry at Farmfest. Our team 
showcased our FBM program and 

farm safety as well as gave away 500 
earplugs and safety glasses. We also 
sponsored farm safety demos led by 
South Central College Agribusiness 
Instructor and North Mankato Fire 
Chief, Jim Zwaschka, which were 

observed by hundreds of attendees.



Along with the Northern Agricultural 
Center of Excellence, we led the 

FBM Fall Conference where almost 
70 FBM instructors attended.

According to Farm Business 
Management Southern MN 2022 
Annual Report, each farmer, on 

average, spent $1,109,001 in their 
greater community in 2021.

Assist in Meeting Farm Business & Personal Goals

Direct Effective Financial Management

Support Rural Mental Health

Guide Sound Business Decisions

Advise Farm Transition & Succession Planning

Develop Farm Efficiency & Risk Management

Increase Access to Lending Opportunities

MONICA KRAMER MCCONKEY 

218-280-7785
MN FARM & RURAL HELPLINE 

833-600-2670
TED MATTHEWS 

320-266-2390

Minnesota State supports Rural Mental Health and has access to two rural mental health specialists, Ted 
Matthews and Monica Kramer McConkey. Each is a resource for farm families, and continues to be funded 
through 2022’s legislative action to grow mental health resources in Minnesota. The new fiscal agent of 
this funding is the Region Five Development Commission, which works collaboratively with the Minnesota 
Agricultural Centers of Excellence, the Minnesota Department of Agriculture and farm industry groups to 
reach farmers, farm families, and ag professionals to support them in times of stress.

Colleges Supporting  
Farm Business Management

Alexandria Technical College

Central Lakes College

Minnesota West Community  
and Technical College

Northland Community  
and Technical College

Riverland Community College

South Central College

St. Cloud Technical  
and Community College



Inspiring 
 Students

Centers will provide high school and 
college students with opportunities to 
meaningfully expand their knowledge of 
careers and acquire skills and knowledge 
for their chosen profession.

Our most impactful event of the year 
was hosting the Career Connections 

event at the MN FFA State 
Convention. An estimated 4,000 

students interacted with nearly 70 
colleges and businesses throughout 

the MN State Fair Coliseum.

We visited 38 schools, which 
included doing classroom 

presentations, demonstrations 
and/or attending career fairs 

throughout this year.

We conversed with the Ag in 
the Modern Economy students 
at MSU, Mankato and talked 
about endless AFNR career 
opportunities while offering 

guidance on ag resources in 
our region.

We visited SMSU’s Agronomy 
Field Day and Ag Club Vice 
President Sydney explained 

how she’s been using a drone 
in her research plot to measure 

canopy growth using various 
nitrogen application rates.



Our combine simulator was a hit 
at Farm Bureau Breakfast on the 
Farm! More than 100 people test 

drove it to learn about technology 
in ag and careers opportunities. 
This is our youngest fan ever to 

take a test drive!

Enhancing 
 Education

Centers will be a catalyst and conduit 
for the latest industry knowledge to 
benefit our faculty and staff and to 
provide students with an innovative, 
high quality education.

Our team visited Southwest Minnesota State University, Dakota County Technical 
College, Ridgewater College, Bemidji State University, Minnesota State University, 

Mankato, Metropolitan State University, Minnesota West Community and Technical 
College, Rochester Community & Technical College, Hennepin Technical College, 
Central Lakes College and Riverland Community College to learn more about their 

programs and how we can better help promote them.

Collaborating with 
Farmamerica, we led 

activities with 250 students 
teaching them about food 

safety, bio-security and other 
related careers.



Growing Leadership 
 Development

Thank you to the Professional Agricultural Students (PAS), whose national 
conference we attended! PAS allows students to build and sharpen their 

professional development skills so they are ready for the workforce!

45 new secondary educators were recognized at the MN Association 
of Agricultural Educators Summer Conference and took the charge to 

be our next ag educators. Congratulations!



Looking ahead to 2023...

Learn.Grow.Do. is a shared site 
between the two Ag Centers of 

Excellence. We look for new ways 
to inspire more students to consider 

careers in AFNR!

We look forward to supporting 
brand new secondary ag 

programs in our region; St. Clair, 
Le Sueur-Henderson as well as 

Butterfield-Odin. St. Clair held its 
first ever FFA night in October, 
which was standing room only.

0

100

200

300

400

500 Learn.Grow.Do. 
Social Media Followers

January 2023January 2022

386

351

399 403

385

Facebook Instagram

Our future is in great hands with 
the MN FFA State Officers! They 

help to advance agriculture and 
education, promote food, fiber, 

and natural resources awareness 
and literacy across Minnesota!
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