~ AN EQUINE
EDUGATION

THIS ONE-OF-A-KIND PROGRAM INTRODUCES FFA MEMBERS
TO CAREERS IN THE EQUINE INDUSTRY.

STORY BY JODI HELMER
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Locust Trace FFA
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ERICK TORRES STARTED GOING TO THE HORSE STABLES WHEN HE WAS JUST
8 YEARS OLD. HE TAGGED ALONG WITH HIS DAD, A PROFESSIONAL HORSE
GROOM, TO HELP BATHE AND BRUSH THE THOROUGHBREDS.

The experience con-
vinced Torres, now 18, that
he wanted a carcer work-
ing with horses. When he
learned that Locust Trace
AgriScience Center in Lex-
ington, Ky., had an equine
program for high school
students, he couldn’t wait
to sign up. The program
exceeded his expectations.

“It was really fast-paced
and really fun, and [
learned a lot of things,”
Torres says. “It gave me a
special boost.”

After his 2020 gradua-
tion, Torres accepted a job
at the iconic Thorough-
bred Center in Lexington
as a horse groom and set
his sights on becoming an
equine veterinarian. Torres
believes the high school
program provided the skills
and confidence he needs to
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take his equine career to
the next level.

The equine program
has been part of the cur-
riculum since Locust Trace
opened its doors in 2011. A
new partnership between
Fayette County Public
Schools and the Kentucky
Thoroughbred Association
has expanded the offer-
ing, making the program
available to all high school
students attending the
career and technical high
school in Lexington.

“An equine program just
makes sense in the horse
capital of the world,” notes
Logan Layne, agriculture
teacher and FFA advisor at
Locust Trace.

Although Lexington
is considered the horse
capital of the world, many
of the students in Fayette

County Public Schools
have had little interaction
with horses. Through the
program and membership
in the Locust Trace FFA
chapter, more than 2,400
students will gain knowl-
edge and exposure
to the myriad career
possibilities in the
equine industry.

“It’s all about ex-
posure,” says Anne
DeMott, principal
at Locust Trace.
“Students might not
associate a career
in technology with
agriculture at all, but
if we can let students
job shadow or take
them to places to see
how they could take
that interest and
combine it with agricul-
ture, those experiences are
crucial in building a new
generation of agricultural-
ists.”

USING THE
THREE-CIRGLE MODEL

aniyah Smith had no

interest in working

with horses until she
was inadvertently enrolled
in the equine program.
Now, the Locust Trace se-
nior hopes to study equine
science and management
in college and pursue a
career in equine dentistry
or therapy.

“The equine pathway

is so hands-on; you're
working with horses every
day,” Smith says. “I like
being hands-on, seeing and
touching the horses and be-
ing able to look at the dif-
ferent parts of their bodies
and say, ‘Oh, this is what
it looks like, this is what it

Logan Layne

Fallon Jackson

feels like.” It’s more fun and
you can remember it better
than just looking at it on a
piece of paper.”

Torres agrees. He often
points out different parts
of the equine anatomy
while bathing and
grooming horses —
and even shares the
information with his
dad.

“He’s really happy
that 'm learning lots
of things,” Torres
explains. “He’s some-
times right next to
me when I'm doing
equine work, and
he'll say things like,
‘Tdidn’t know that
body part” We're
just both learning
new things.”

The hands-on learn-
ing environment is one of
the biggest benefits of the
expanded equine program,
according to Fallon Jack-
son, agriculture teacher
and FFA advisor at Locust
Trace.

FFA members are
exposed to each component
of the three-circle model,
combining premier leader-
ship, personal growth and
career success. They use
lessons from the classroom
during their field trips and
volunteer opportunities
at 23 participating horse
farms around Lexington.

“It’s the partnership with
local farms that makes
this program stand out,”
she says. “Being able to set
students up with intern-
ships and experiences will
put them leaps and bounds
ahead of the competition
for career opportunities.”

Through the equine
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program, Smith, 17, has
volunteered with the Ken-
tucky Horse Park and the
Kentucky Equine Adop-
tion Center. She also spent
time teaching students
from nearby Nicholasville
Elementary School about
equine anatomy; the dif-
ference between a walk,
trot, canter and gallop; and
the proper technique for
haltering a horse.

“The program’s unique
because they give you
chances that most kids
don’t have,” she says. “T'd
never worked with horses,
and now I'm taking equine
classes. I went from some-
body who knew almost
nothing about horses to
teeling confident talking
about horses and going out
and volunteering.”

MORE THAN
HORSIN’ RROUND

hile Locust
Trace FFA
members often

cite spending time with
horses as one of the biggest
advantages of participating
in the equine program, the
classes are about more than
just horsin’ around.

Several FFA members
have used the program as a
foundation for their super-
vised agricultural experi-
ences (SAEs). Layne points
to members who have

developed SAEs to educate

others about the equine
industry’s importance in
Kentucky.

“I’ve seen students, even
from last year to this year,
maturing so much because
of the responsibilities they
took on in the equine pro-
gram,” he adds. “They are
developing the skills they
need to be successful in the
industry.”

Lily Crouch has known
she wanted to work with
horses since she was little.
Although she had a lot of
experience riding horses
and participating in compe-
titions, Crouch, 17, admits
she didn’t know much
about what happened
behind the scenes or poten-
tial career pathways that
would allow her to work
with Thoroughbreds. The
equine program at Locust
Trace changed that.

“It’s amazing, consider-
ing we're in the middle
of Lexington, to have a
program for city kids who
have the passion and the
drive to want to be in the
ag industry,” Crouch says.

After she graduates
from Locust Trace in 2021,
Crouch hopes to double
major in education and
equine science and man-
agement with a minor in
animal science. Crouch
isn’t sure what career path
she’ll pursue, but thanks to
her experiences at Locust

“IT'S AMAZING, CONSIDERING WE'RE
IN THE MIDDLE OF LEXINGTON, TO
HAVE A PROGRAM FOR CITY KIDS WHO
HAVE THE PASSION AND THE DRIVE TO
WANT TO BE IN THE AG INDUSTRY,”
LILY CROUCH SAYS.
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Trace, she knows her fu-
ture includes working with
horses.

Kentucky horse farms
often struggle to hire skilled
workers, and they have
high hopes that the equine
program at Locust Trace
will create a school-to-farm
employment pipeline that
offers opportunities for
students from all racial and
socioeconomic backgrounds
who are often under-
represented in the equine
industry. The impact could
last for generations.

“The industry has such a
need for qualified employ-
ees that they’re willing to
invest to help create that
passion and excitement
about horses and, hope-
fully, drive them to pursue
careers in the Thorough-
bred industry,” DeMott
says. “It speaks volumes

that we have an industry
that believes in what we're
doing and is willing to wait
on a return on their invest-
ment.”

Local colleges have taken
note, too. Several schools,
including Midway Univer-
sity, Bluegrass Community
and Technical College and
the University of Kentucky,
have promised scholar-
ships to select students
graduating from the equine
program.

Jackson says the program
is all about redefining what
it means to pursue a career
in agriculture, adding,

“A lot of city and subur-
ban kids think FFA and
agriculture aren’t for them,
but, through this program,
we can introduce them to
opportunities that line up
with their interests and flip
that script.” ®
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oto: Lily Crouch

gives her horse a wash.
Opposite: Locust Trace FFA
member Kennedy Spriggs
works with her off-track
Thoroughbred, Pesto.
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