Growing greatness: How Nicolette
Francis is transforming agricultural
education in Antigua and Barbuda
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Across Antigua and Barbuda, Nicolette Francis is planting seeds -
not just in the soil, but in the minds of young people. As an
Education Officer for Agricultural Science in the country’s Ministry
of Education, Nicolette is passionate about shaping how agriculture
is taught, understood, and embraced by the next generation.

With an academic background in education, specializing in
agriculture and livestock, Nicolette has spent years working to
bridge the gap between theory and practice in agricultural science.
“I love education. | love linking theory and practical skills,” she said.
“It's amazing to see a student learn and apply concepts outside of
the classroom.”

But despite her passion, Nicolette recognized a looming challenge:
agriculture was losing its relevance among young people.
"Engaging young people in agriculture is essential for the future of
our food systems,” Nicolette said. "Their involvement is key to


https://www.unfoodsystemshub.org/home/en

ensuring long-term food and nutrition security in Antigua and
Barbuda."

The problem, she realized, wasn't just about interest - it was about
how agriculture was being taught. Traditional methods were failing
to engage students in a world that was rapidly evolving. “John
Dewey once said we cannot teach today like we taught yesterday
because we will rob our students of tomorrow,” Nicolette reflected.
“Education must be adaptable and responsive to change.”

A new perspective through YLP

Seeking to expand her skills and vision, Nicolette applied for the
Hub’s Food Systems Youth Leadership Programme (YLP), an
initiative — supported by the German Federal Ministry for Economic
Cooperation and Development - aimed at equipping young leaders
with the tools to transform food systems. The experience, she says,
was a turning point.

During the YLP training in Chile, one particular activity stood out to
Nicolette. Participants were placed in a circle and told to
collectively touch a beachball as quickly as possible. At first, they
focused only on speed, completing the task in one second. But then
came the lesson that would stick with Nicolette. “The facilitator
told us that while we had achieved our goal, we had lost eye
contact with each other,” she recalled. “That was a wake-up call. |
realized | need to be both goal-focused and people-focused.”

She returned home empowered with a new mindset. “I left with new
skills, attitudes, and knowledge to share with my students and
colleagues,” she said.


https://www.unfoodsystemshub.org/hub-solution/youth-leadership-programme/en

Nicolette participates in the YLP workshop for Latin America and
the Caribbean, in Santiago, Chile. Photo credit: ©FAQO.

Empowering youth in food systems

With renewed inspiration, Nicolette set out to bring the lessons of
YLP to life. In September 2024 and January 2025, she organized
Youth Empowerment Workshops for the top Agricultural Science
students from each secondary school in Antigua and Barbuda.
These students, in their final year of secondary school, were
preparing for their Caribbean Secondary Education Certificate
(CSEC) Agricultural Science exams - a key milestone before
advancing to higher education or careers in agriculture.

The workshops, a collaboration between the Ministry of Education
and the Ministry of Agriculture, were designed to connect students
with agricultural professionals and help them see themselves as
part of a larger movement.

“This was the first time that graduating Agricultural Science
students had the opportunity to connect with their peers,” Nicolette
said. “It was incredible to see them feel recognized for their
accomplishments. Beyond preparing for their exams, they were
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see how they could contribute to the future of Antigua and
Barbuda.”

Panel discussion brings together agricultural science students,
experts and professionals during Youth Empowerment Workshop.
Photo credit: Antigua Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries and Barbuda
Affairs.

Another notable sign of progress in agricultural education was the
Interschool Gardening Competition, launched in 2024 with eleven
participating schools. Organized by the Ministry of Education in
collaboration with the Ministry of Social Transformation and the
Ministry of Agriculture, the initiative aimed to raise awareness
about agricultural production and highlight the efforts of schools
integrating agriculture into their curriculum.

Many schools were already growing crops and introducing students
to good agricultural practices, but the competition brought greater
visibility and community support. Students cultivated a variety of
crops—including tomatoes, sweet potatoes, lettuce, corn, and
pumpkin—gaining hands-on experience in food production and
sustainability.

Now in its second year, the competition has gained momentum,



a shift is happening,” Nicolette said. “There’s a growing awareness
and appreciation for agricultural science.”

The 2024 Interschool Gardening Competition. Photo credit: Antigua
Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries and Barbuda Affairs.

But for Nicolette, the real victories aren't measured in numbers -
they're found in the personal moments of transformation in her
students.

“As a student, people added value to my life by taking time to talk
with me, encourage me, and empower me,” she said. “As a teacher, |
always believed my students were full of potential. Now, in my role,
| do what | do because | remember being in their place - and |
believe we can build an education system that meets the changing
needs of our society.”

Looking to the future

Even as she reflects on her journey, Nicolette is not done learning.
“This journey is only beginning,” she said. “I have so much more to
learn.”

With her dedication to growth and leadership, she is not only



leaders committed to building a more food- and nutrition-secure
Antigua and Barbuda. “Growing greatness isn't just about what we
teach—it's about how we inspire others to lead, innovate, and create

lasting change,” she said.
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