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It may have taken 
years to come to 
fruition, but Robert-
son County teacher 
Frank Gifford says 
the FFA farm, lo-
cated right behind 
the school, has been 
game changing for 
his students.  

“We’re extremely 
fortunate to have it right here on the 
main campus,” Gifford said.  

As the ag education teacher and FFA 
advisor for the last 13 years at Robert-
son County schools, he said his dream 
of having the school farm began as soon 
as he was hired.   

“I grew up in Robertson County; we’ve 
got a family farm here,” said Gifford, 
who is a sixth-generation cattle pro-
ducer. “I knew initially, going into high 
school and college, that I wanted to 
farm.”  

And he knew he wanted students to be 
able to get the farming experience, too.  

“One of my goals from the beginning 
was to create an environment for kids to 
learn that is hands on. It’s just one of the 
most beneficial and effective ways to 
learn.”  

Not long after he was hired, he began 
talking to area ag groups.  

“The Farm Bureau, Phase 1 Board (to-
bacco settlement) and the Extension 
Council to share with them my thoughts 
and visions of the future,” all of which 
have given their support to create the 
farm. “It’s taken a lot of legwork and 
talking to stakeholders, but we continue 
to improve on it. We have a lot of goals.”  

In 2011, they built a livestock barn on 

school grounds, funded by tobacco set-
tlement money.  

They began to raise poultry, goats, 
sheep and pigs, along with beehives 
they harvested and a greenhouse used 
for horticulture studies.  

About five years ago, Gifford said they 
completed a fencing project.  

“We didn’t have any; we couldn’t keep 
the cattle in … That was a real commu-
nity-driven project.” Hinton Mills and 
Central Farm Supply joined forces with 
Bakaert, an Arkansas-based fencing 
company, which donated 2,600 feet of 
fencing.   

That allowed FFA to begin raising cat-
tle, which Robertson County is predomi-
nantly known for.  

“We had to come up with a consider-
able amount of money to do this, but not 
the amount if would have been if we did-
n’t have help.”  

Gifford said an addition they did last 
summer “was not something on my 
radar at that point. I knew we wanted to 
go down that road (of expansion), then 
we had an individual in the county who’s 
a beef producer, through a foundation 
he administers, out of the blue make a 
donation that allowed us to do that addi-
tion.”  

That donation was made by Walt 
Lunsford, the executor of the Hatton 
Foundation, Gifford said, and totaled 
$32,500.  

And now, due to the added fencing, 
there are three different pastures they 
rotate animals in, situated in the ag com-
plex about 300 yards behind the main 
school building. 

 “So, most of the time, we just walk 
over there, or jump on a short bus and 

A GAME CHANGER

Robertson County ag students get hands-on experience of farm life

ride over there if the weather is bad.”  
The school has a small herd of cattle, 

including feeder calves they sell, and a 
few bottle calves.  

“We typically sell five or six feeder 
calves every year,” he said. There’s also 
a small flock of sheep. 

“Ten yews we breed, and most of the 
lambs are used by students in the lamb 
show over the summer,” he said. 

There’s also a flock of laying hens, and 

all the eggs go to the school cafeteria. 
There are 8-10 beehives, which the stu-
dents harvest, and a big greenhouse 
where they hold a lot of plant sales.  

The school cafeteria also uses the 
honey harvested and produce grown by 
students, as well as USDA processed 
sausage from pigs they raised. Students 
were assisted by a local farmer to learn 

SEE FFA, PAGE 11 

Aerial view of Robertson County FFA farm near the high school.

Frank Gifford

Robertson County FFA students display their lettuce before cutting it to take to the school 
cafeteria.  
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how to cure country hams, too, which they gave to 
supporters of the farm as gifts.   

“There are some other schools in the state fortunate 
enough to have a school farm as well …” Gifford says, 
but many aren’t located on the school’s land.  

They are currently working on plans to expand the 
types and amounts of livestock and to set up gates. 

 Gifford said having an FFA school farm has changed 
everything. Some students who want to take on a live-
stock project simply don’t have the facilities available 
and are now able to use the school barn over the sum-
mer. About three or four students will keep projects at 
the barn – animals they personally take care of and will 
eventually show at competitions.  

“Even though we’re a really ag-driven area, there’s 
getting to be less and less family farms around all of 
the time. So, maybe this will make a difference.”  

Andrew Unthank, who graduated in May, was in FFA 
for all four years of high school.  

“Our class – we did a lot of construction on it. We 
built the chicken coop and the chicken run,” he said. 
They also helped work on the addition to the barn.  

“Even though we’re a rural community and many of 
our students live on a farm or have been around them, 
there’s still a great number of students that haven’t had 
that exposure,” Unthank said.  

Unthank said a lot was going on at the same time.  
“Some would be on the chicken coop while others 

were feeding, so there was a division of labor.”  
Unthank describes the whole process as “some great 

teamwork – everyone had their job, and those jobs had 
to be done.”  

He said it definitely gave them a “leg up” due to the 
huge advantage of learning hands on.  

“There’s only so much you can learn from a text-
book. You have to get your hands dirty and learn from 
experience. That sometimes means messing up, which 
we did several times. But you learn more quickly when 
there’s consequences.”  

Unthank was raised on a farm, so he felt pretty well-
prepared.  

“But there were many students who were completely 
in shock … it’s a lot of physical work.”  

He believes the “mental aspect” of farming is some-
thing a lot of people leave out of the equation.  

“Ag isn’t just farming, it’s a science. You can learn 
from a textbook about the minerals and vitamins a 
sheep needs to grow. But when you know there’s an 

actual sheep whose life depends on you doing your job 
correctly, it adds more to it.”  

Unthank is now at Morehead University studying 
clinical psychology.  

“...Which is completely different from al the classes 
and certifications I have, but the values and work ethic 
develops through FFA and our farm. It helped me to 
excel in other aspects.”  

If nothing else, he said students should get involved 
with FFA just to get an appreciation of farming.   

“There’s some sort of stereotype of a farmer, that 
they’re not the most intelligent. That he put seeds in 

FFA students get hands-on experience on the school farm

An FFA student demonstrates goat handling during a 
showmanship clinic held for the youth of Robertson 
County. 

SEE WORKING, PAGE 19 
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the ground and food comes out. 
But there’s planning, measure-
ments and chemicals needed, 
and other ‘seeds of life’ to grow 
and be an effective and success-
ful farmer.”  

And Unthank said with FFA, 
there are so many aspects to it 
that aren’t just about ag. 

 “There is impromptu speak-
ing at competitions – I won the 
state championship in that a 
few years ago. That’s an impor-
tant life skill, to be able to con-
vey your thoughts. It helps you 
excel at whatever your passion 
is.”  

Abri Roberts agrees. Also a 
new graduate from Robertson 
County, Roberts said she was 
painfully shy before she was old 
enough to join FFA.  

After Gifford pushed her to 
compete in speech, that 
changed everything for her 

confidence level.  
She noted the changes to the 

farm since she’s been in school.  
She was particularly excited 

about the concrete they were fi-
nally able to afford in the barn.  

“We had pigs, and they were 
such a mess. We got a grant for 
that, and for a lot of other 
things, too …”  

Athrough she grew up next to 
her grandfather’s farm, she did 
gain a greater sense of a work 
ethic after having to tend to one 
at school.  

“We’d have designated days 
throughout the week to go and 
feed the animals, feed the bottle 
calves. It just creates a better 
work ethic.”  

The FFA program is “some-
thing to be proud of, and some-
thing to be proud to be a part 
of,” she said. 

Roberts says Gifford “made it 
10 times better, with everything 

he got us involved in.”  
Unthank agrees.  
“He helps his students grow 

into better versions of them-
selves, and makes learning the 
content as fun as possible,” Un-
thank said. 

Sanford Holbrook, Robertson 
County school superintendent, 
is a former ag teacher. He said 
the ability for students in the ag 
program to learn hands on is 
imperative.  

“This gives kids the chance to 
come out of the classroom and 
learn practical life experiences 
…” including harvesting honey 
and working with animals, to 
selling honey and meat for 
fundraisers.   

The board of education has 
also been supportive, providing 
extra funding whenever it can, 
Holbrook said, but Gifford has 
been the driving force behind 
the program. 

Working at school farm gives students perspective of farm to table
FROM PAGE 11

USDA processed sausage from hogs that students raised at their ag 
barn.  More than 500 pounds was served in their school cafeteria for 
breakfast.

“His program is much loved 
by students and hits all the 
points it needs to, like horticul-
ture, livestock, mechanics;  he 

gets it all in,” Holbrook said. 
 
By Bobbie Curd 
Field Reporter 


