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High school is a time to make some difficult career decisions but thanks to a one-day conference at the University of Guelph called ‘Reach Ahead’, 160 students from across Ontario will now be better equipped to make informed decisions about their post-secondary education.

The conference was part of a program called the Specialist High Skills major program run by the Ontario Ministry of Education that allows grade 11 and 12 students to focus on an economic sector and helps the transition to college, university, apprenticeships or the workplace.

Students were given a tour of the University of Guelph campus followed by an afternoon of guest speakers who shared their excitement about their research, teaching and university experience in one of four areas: agriculture, food and horticulture, landscape architecture and the environment. 

Len Kahn is an OAC ’85 graduate from Agricultural Economics who now runs his own business, Marketing911. He’s also the father of two, which means he’s very familiar with the pressure that is placed on young people to make decisions about their future. He spoke to the agriculture group of students.

Kahn has learned two things: that the connections and friendships you make at university or college will form the foundation of your whole career, but just as importantly, he has also learned that you have a lot more time and flexibility than you think to make a choice of where you want to go.

“There are two types of people,” Kahn told the students: “the specialist or the generalist.” He described the specialist as the two to five percent of the population that have made up their minds, while the generalist juggles five or six ideas, usually under a lot of pressure to make decisions. As far as he’s concerned, “it’s more important that you go (to school), not where.” 

Kahn’s choice of the University of Guelph has not only laid the foundation of his career today but he it’s a vital part of his social life as well. He still hangs out and plays hockey with former classmates who are now well employed in a wide variety of agricultural sectors in government, industry and in the field. 

The reality of being an ‘Aggie’ is that it opens the doors not only to a career in primary agriculture but to jobs in the food sector, biotechnology, information technology and a host of other related professions. Kahn has found that the job market for OAC graduates is “phenomenal” – the question is not ‘are you going to get employed?’ but ‘where?’

Kahn suggested that the real question to ask when choosing a post-secondary education is, who are you? Where will you feel most comfortable? “Find a program that matches your interests,” advised Kahn, who admits that he only ‘kind of’ figured out what he wanted to be in his 30’s. “Don’t put too much pressure on yourself – when you get to university hopefully you’ll figure it out.”

Other speakers shared their excitement about their research at the university in hope of sparking an interest in a career in agricultural sciences. 

Professor Amar Mohanty is the Director of the Bioproducts Discovery and Development Centre at the University of Guelph, where he directs the development of new biomaterials from renewable resources.

Mohanty sees a bright global future in biomaterials, one that is being fuelled by the increase in the cost of petroleum. For biomaterials to become commercially viable they need to be cost competitive as well as performance driven. Imagine a car made from soybeans: there are 150,000 parts in one car and the science is there to produce a car door that has between 70 to 99 percent biobased material, converting materials such as wheat straw and switchgrass to bioplastics. What about your cell phone? In 2009 Samsung launched a cell phone with 40 percent bioplastic casing; with one billion cell phones produced annually that only last one and a half years, the green impact of biomaterials could be significant.

For those students considering a career in animal sciences, Dr. Jim Atkinson from the Department of Animal Science at the University of Guelph gave a brief overview of the digestive system of ruminants before sending the group to the dairy barn on campus to see a fistulated cow, one made famous by a visit from celebrity Rick Mercer a few years ago. Atkinson also works with elephants and gorillas at the zoo and suggested that if you want to see the ruminant digestive process in action, “go to the giraffe enclosure at the Toronto Zoo. The bulge goes up their neck like an elevator!”

The ‘Reach Ahead’ day was the first orientation offering to the specialist high skills major program, with more days in the planning stages. 
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177-7795 - Professor Amar Mohanty, Director of the Bioproducts Discovery and Development Centre at the University of Guelph, shared his excitement about the global bioeconomy and some bioplastic products with High Skills Major program students from Valley Heights High School in Langton and Banting Memorial High School in Alliston.

177-7821 - Natasha Murareanu and Alyssa Gentile (right) from Banting Memorial High School in Alliston get a chance to meet a fistulated Holstein cow as part of the Reach Ahead student day at the University of Guelph. Both are considering a career in social work but Natasha may want to become a veterinarian.

