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TThroughout my college career, 
I struggled to find a place and 
community in which I felt at 

home. As an out-of-state, two-time 
transfer student, I had high hopes for 
being able to find my place within 
the College of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences at Texas A&M University. The 
reality turned out to be more than I 
could have imagined. 

Within the Department of Agricultural 
Leadership, Education and 
Communications, I found students 
with whom I share similar interests 
and goals, professors who truly care 
about their students’ education and 
future success and a community 
truly fostering the next generation of 
agricultural communicators. 

from theEditorEditor
LetterLetter

Working on the AGRILEADER this 
semester has been the culmination 
of years of classwork and study. 
Combining specific skills and 
knowledge learned in the classroom 
into one finished project is truly 
rewarding. This magazine is a tangible 
representation of the success of the 
agricultural communications and 
journalism program.

It has been my honor to serve as the 
managing editor for the Fall 2025 
edition of the AGRILEADER and work 
alongside the talented, hardworking 
and passionate staff. I would also like 
to extend my heartfelt thanks to our 
professor and adviser, Clint Saunders, 
for his guidance and mentorship, not 
only this semester but also throughout 
my entire time at Texas A&M. 

As excited as I am to graduate, it is 
classes and experiences such as the 
magazine that make it so hard to leave 
Aggieland. I am so proud of this staff 
and what we have created. We hope 
you enjoy this issue.

Thanks and Gig ’em!

Gretchen Wylie '25

AAGRIGRILLEADEREADERteamteam
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About the Cover: For more than 30 years, 
Chris Skaggs has contributed to the growth and 
leadership of students at Texas A&M University’s 
College of Agriculture and Life Sciences.  
photo by Michael Miller/Texas A&M AgriLife 
Marketing and Communications
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BE A PART OF SOMETHING GREAT

TEXAS AGGIE RODEO
 EST. 1919 
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Sutton lives with Spinal Muscular 
Atrophy type 2 progressive 
neuromuscular condition which 
restricts his strength and mobility. 
Rather than viewing his disability as a 
limitation, Sutton has embraced it as a 
source of meaning and strength.

“My personal motto has always been to 
never allow my disability to become a 
hindrance in my life,” Sutton said. 

Sutton did not allow his disability 
define him. He made the choice from 
a young age to pursue an education at 
Texas A&M University.

“It was the only school I applied for,” 
Sutton said. “I knew it was the best 
agriculture school in the world. There 
is no other school that could top it.”

Family is a central part in Sutton’s 
life. His sister, Taylor Sutton, also has 
Spinal Muscular Atrophy type 3. His 
shared experience with her makes his 
advocacy all the stronger and 
impacts his consideration of inclusion.

by Payton Rodgers ’26: Frisco, Texas

In a pivotal moment in the beginning 
of his college years, Sutton and his 
sister made the decision to join 
the Texas A&M Corps of Cadets, 
becoming the first cadets in a 
wheelchair to do so. The Corps, with 
its physical requirements and deep 
traditions, might have seemed to be 
a strange place for someone with a 
mobility disability; however, both 
Suttons saw it differently.

“I wanted to be a part of something 
that pushed me, something that 
reminded me that leadership comes 
from within,” Sutton said. “The Corps 
of Cadets was just that.”

Sutton experienced both challenge and 
community in the Corps. However, 
through his own actions, he showed 
service, discipline and excellence are 
characteristics that can be embraced 
by anyone, regardless of ability. Today, 
the Sutton siblings act as important 
examples for individuals with 
disabilities who have an interest in 
joining the Corps.

While in college, Sutton faced an 
environment often not accommodating 
to his needs. He recalled the physical 
challenges of mobility around campus 
as a student with impairment.

“I used to get to class about 30 minutes 
early and wait outside until I could 
find someone to open the door 
for me,” he said. “If it was raining, I’d 
get wet. This was just a normal part of 
my life.” 

Rather than accepting these barriers 
as normal, Sutton viewed them as 
opportunities for change.

One of those changes was the 
installment of wave motion doors on 
campus, named the Accessibility for 
All Project. 

“I met with one of my professors, Dr. 
[Chad] Nelson, and we started a little 
project,” Sutton said. “It all started 
with him asking how I got into the 
Agriculture and Life Sciences building 
every morning. I told him the story, 

Ty Sutton:Ty Sutton:
ADVOCATING FOR  ADVOCATING FOR  

ACCESSIBILITY & OPPORTUNITYACCESSIBILITY & OPPORTUNITY

As a fifth-generation rancher raised in the 
tiny community of Melvin, Texas, Ty 
Sutton’s family ties are deep in agriculture, 

grit and service. Growing up on his family’s ranch, 
he learned an unbreakable sense of perseverance 
and responsibility, both values leading him 
throughout his life.
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and he told me it doesn’t have to be a 
normal part of my life.”

Sutton and Nelson quickly got to work, 
meeting with different university 
officials and receiving funding from 
the College to install wave motion 
technology. Sutton stressed the doors 
were not just for his personal benefit.

“The project was not only for my 
needs, but for everyone,” he said. 

The doors were more than a practical 
solution; they were a small but tangible 
expression of accessibility to all.

Sutton described accessibility as a 
principle to be applied to everyone. He 
applied this philosophy to everything 
he engaged himself in, from small 
infrastructure projects to broader 
policy and culture changes on campus, 
such as being a part of the Disability 
Resource Working Group and 
president of Aggie Adaptive Sports. 
Both groups have made important 
strides for inclusivity on campus.

He recalled an issue with stadium 
seating blocking mobility-impaired 
students from sitting with their friends.

“I had to read policy and rules, and be 
specific about what I wanted changed,” 
he said. “So I went to the president of 
Texas A&M and proposed the issue, 
and he told me he would work to make 
it right.” 

Sutton’s insistence on policy 
enforcement led to practical solutions. 
Because of him, better signage and 
more staff oversight was created in 
Kyle Field during football games.

“Leadership doesn’t begin physically,” 
he said. “It goes back to your mindset.”  

Sutton views leadership as relational, 
not performative, and he believes 
strength comes from empowering 
others.

His hard work on campus did not go 
unnoticed. In 2020, Sutton and his 
sister received the Aggie Spirit Award, 
which recognizes students who 
demonstrate resilience and contribute 
positively to university life. 

Sutton’s background in 
ranching and his experience 
with a disability, along with 
the strides he made at Texas 
A&M as an undergraduate, 
have shaped his career 
ambitions. After graduating 
from Texas A&M with 
a degree in agricultural 
leadership and development 
and a minor in extension 
education in 2022, Sutton 
made the decision to pursue 
a master’s degree.

“My master’s program is 
in agricultural leadership, 
education and communications,” he 
said. “I wanted to do something with 
agriculture, specifically at Texas A&M.”

He aims to make agricultural 
programs, rules and deadlines more 
accessible to disabled producers. 
Recently, Sutton’s advocacy has turned 
toward law.

“I’m applying for law school, focusing 
on dispute resolution law,” he said. 

His goal is to help navigate the 
complicated section of agricultural 
production, disability and legal 
frameworks.

Sutton advises disabled students 
to focus on self-respect and self-
reflection. 

“Don’t take the approach that you 
are a burden or an inconvenience to 

Ty Sutton on his family’s ranch in Melvin, Texas.
photos courtesy of Ty Sutton

My personal motto has 
always been to never allow 
my disability to become a 

hindrance in my life.”

– Ty Sutton

“
society,” he said. “Reflect back on your 
why in life.” 

He encourages students to focus on 
their motivations, using them to 
navigate obstacles and experiences. 

“Your ‘why’ really helps you over time,” 
he said. “It fosters and channels your 
strength, resiliency and grit.” 

Ty Sutton represents a leadership 
principle too often forgotten: The 
greatest impact is not measured by 
visibility or recognition but rather 
by how much one enhances life for 
others. His life and work illustrate 
change often starts with small, 
practical actions. By using both his 
personal experience and professional 
knowledge, Sutton is transforming 
accessibility and opportunities for 
students and farmers alike. 
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AAs Americans sit at the dinner 
table, do they ever wondered 
about the hands that harvested 

the food before it reached the plate? 
Behind each fruit or vegetable on the 
dinner plate is a workforce essential to 
American agriculture for generations: 
migrant workers.

The Workforce Behind the PlateThe Workforce Behind the Plate
Migrant farmworkers make up 
approximately 70% of the hired labor 
in U.S. agriculture, according to the 
National Center for Farmworker 
Health Inc. These individuals harvest 
most crops. The work they do is 
demanding and often requires long 
hours in extreme weather conditions, 
where bending and lifting for extended 
periods of time is a common activity. 

A Life Shaped by the FieldsA Life Shaped by the Fields
For many, migrant labor is more than 
just work; it has been a way of life 
for generations. At 10 years old, Raul 
Turrubiates Sr. went with his parents 
and siblings to work in the fields. He 
spent his youth moving across the state 
and country for harvest seasons. To 
him, those fields meant a lot more than 
most would think.

“The fields weren’t just a place where 
we worked; it was also where we grew 
up, learned hard work and met the 
people we married,” Turrubiates said.

Generational Responsibility
The work in the fields did not just stop 
with Turrubiates — today a younger 
generation continues to carry that 
responsibility. Amanda Villarreal 
worked in the South Texas cotton 
fields throughout high school.

“It’s tough but important work that 
myself and so many others do out 

there,” Villarreal said. “I did it to help 
my family out and it’s just what we’ve 
always done. I see now as an adult 
that the food on your plate is 
dependent on us, but not a lot of 
people see the work we do.”

Roots of Migrant Labor in TexasRoots of Migrant Labor in Texas
In the early 20th century, Texas 
agriculture grew dependent on  
migrant labor, deepened further by 
the Bracero Program from 1942–1964. 
This program brought Mexican 
workers to the United States to 
meet farm labor needs. 

Today, programs like H-2A 
allow farmers to meet 
labor needs, reflecting the 
dependence between farmers 
and migrant workers.

From Field to TableFrom Field to Table
Farmers are not the only ones 
who are dependent on migrant 
workers. Every food plate story 
begins long before it lands on 
the dinner table. Fruits and 
vegetables are planted, tended 
and picked by hands before 
reaching the grocery store. 

Behind every meal is a long 
chain of farmers, ranchers and 
workers who make it possible 
to bring food from the field to 
the plate. 

Supporting the 
American Harvest
From the Rio Grande Valley 
to the fields in South Dakota, 
migrant workers support 
the American harvest. They 
embody the hard work and  
resilience agriculture has  
always required. These are the 

THE HANDS OFTHE HANDS OF
HarvestHarvest

hands of harvest supporting American 
agriculture. Support for the industry 
comes not just from the crops, but also 
the people who make it possible. 

“Not a lot of people think about who 
picked their food,” Turrubiates said. 
“It’s families like mine that help keep 
Americans fed.” 

by Meagan Turrubiates ’26: Mission, Texas
photo courtesy of Sam Craft/Texas A&M AgriLife 
Marketing and Communications

Migrant workers’ labor represents a  
legacy carried by generations.  

photo courtesy of Turrubiates family  
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With deep roots 
in faith, family 
and fashion, 

Hubbard House is more 
than just a boutique — it’s 
a heartfelt vision brought 
to life by a mother and her 
two daughters, Cooper and 
Gracyn Moore. 

Together, this trio has built a space that 
is beautiful and deeply meaningful. 
Housed in a thoughtfully restored 
104-year-old home in Mineral Wells, 
Texas, Hubbard House reflects their 
love for design, community  
and connection. Cooper ’23 and 
Gracyn ’23 are inspiring examples of 
young women turning dreams into 
reality.

Learn about the heart behind the 
Hubbard House from the viewpoint of 
Gracyn Moore.  

Q: What are you studying at Texas 
A&M, and what inspired you to 
choose that major?
A: I am studying agricultural 
communications and journalism. I was 
inspired to choose this major because I 
grew up in a rural area  
and have always enjoyed learning 
about agriculture. 

Q: How has your time at Texas 
A&M influenced your path toward 
entrepreneurship and owning a 
boutique?
A: Owning a boutique was always a 
dream of mine. Texas A&M has helped 
me achieve this goal by teaching me 

about entrepreneurship and providing 
lasting connections that have shaped 
my understanding of both business 
and people.

Q: When did Hubbard House begin 
and how would you describe its style 
and what sets it apart?
A: Hubbard House first opened its 
doors Feb. 14, coming up on one year! 

My sister and I have always had a love 
for fashion and shopping. As silly as 
it sounds, I did not see myself able 
to create a career based solely on my 
passion for fashion until I started 
working with brands on TikTok. I had 
brands I loved reaching out to me to 
review and style products. 

I soon realized this could be a career 
path and I wanted to review and style 
my own products. My sister and I soon 
decided to launch Hubbard House. 

With the help of our family, we were 
able to create a little slice of heaven in 
Mineral Wells, Texas. 

We bought and restored a 104-year-
old home and turned it into a retail 
space. Hubbard House’s vibe, I would 

A Texas A&M senior 
turned her love for 
fashion into a purpose-
driven boutique.
by Trew Schroeder ’26: Choate, Texas

The Heart BehindHubbard HouseHubbard House  

Texas A&M has helped me 
achieve this goal by teaching 

me about entrepreneurship and 
providing lasting connections 

that have shaped my 
understanding of both business 

and people.”

– Gracyn Moore

“
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describe it as “it girl” style, it’s modern, 
it’s chic and it has hints of Western 
flair. Hubbard House is unique 
because we carry all price ranges 
and try to appeal to all ages. It was 
always important to us for multiple 
generations to be able to shop with us. 

Growing up, my sister, mom and I 
always loved shopping together, so it’s 
important to us that 
moms, grandmas and 
daughters can all find 
something special and 
something they love. 

Whether you are 
shopping for higher-
end items or lower 
price points, we wanted 
each piece to be unique 
and not something you 
see anywhere else.

Q: What sparked the 
idea for Hubbard 
House, and what was 
the moment you knew 
you had to pursue it?
A: I think owning a 
boutique was always 
a dream of ours. My 
family has a lake house 
in Possum Kingdom, 
so when we lived in 
Fort Worth, we would 
drive through Mineral 
Wells to get to the lake. 
Growing up, making 
this drive frequently, 
my mom, sister and 
I would always talk 
about how cute this 
little old house was, 
and actually discussed 
what a cute retail space 
it would make. Flash 
forward five years, and 
the little house was for 
sale. It felt like it was 
meant to be, and it was! 

Q: Since opening, what’s 
been one of the most 
rewarding experiences 
that stands out to you?
A: The most rewarding experience 
since opening was launching a second 
store at the Round Top trade show. 
When Cooper and I were in school 
together, we often visited Round Top 
and dreamed of working there.  

Q: Looking back, what is something 
you wish you had known before 
launching your boutique?
A: I wish I had known that being a 
student while owning a business is not 
for the weak! There have been several 
things, like market, that I occasionally 
have to miss out on because of being a 
student. While I love being a student 
at Texas A&M, I am ready to spread 

my wings and be able to give Hubbard 
House my full attention. 

Q: Looking ahead, what are two goals 
you have for Hubbard House’s future?
A: The two big goals I have are 
expanding and opening up another 
location and selling my own artwork. 

Q: What advice would you give to 
aspiring entrepreneurs?
A: Find what you’re passionate about 
and capitalize on that, and find a 
business partner who has different 
ideas than you. We work so well 
together because we don’t think the 
same, which can be difficult at times, 
but it helps us reach a larger audience. 

Q: How would you 
describe your personal 
style, and how does 
that influence what 
you curate?
A: My personal style 
is very fun and reflects 
my creative, artistic 
style. I believe more 
is always better. I love 
patterns, colors and of 
course cowboy hats.

Q: What is one 
fashion item you can’t 
live without?
A: One fashion item 
I can’t live without is 
jewelry! Jewelry and 
accessories can make 
an outfit come to life!

Gracyn Moore’s story 
is a testament to what 
can happen when 
courage, creativity and 
family come together. 

As she prepares to 
graduate and pour 
even more of her heart 
into Hubbard House, 
one thing is clear; she 
is just getting started. 

With big dreams, she 
continues to inspire 
young entrepreneurs 
to dream boldly, 
work hard and never 
underestimate the 
power of turning 
passion into purpose.  Gracyn with sister Cooper Moore during a photoshoot for 

their brand. photos courtesy of Gracyn Moore
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In 2013, when then-Texas A&M 
University student body president 
John Claybrook learned a 

significant number of students were 
skipping meals, he knew something 
had to change. 

“In the months leading up to my 
senior year, I was made aware that 
a large number of students at Texas 
A&M living in poverty,” Claybrook 
said. “Some were homeless, and many 
were going hungry. We felt it was 
unacceptable for any student or  
their family to go hungry at 
Texas A&M.”

That realization sparked what 
would become the 12th Can, 
an on-campus, student-run 
food pantry built on the simple 
mission that no Aggie should 
go hungry. To put that idea into 
action, Claybrook and his peers 
began meeting with university 
leaders, seeking support and a 
location for the pantry.

“We cast a vision for the 
organization, met with all 
parties who might be affected 
and proceeded with all the 
administrative work required 
to get an organization off the 
ground,” Claybrook said. “With 
the help of Tom Reber from the 
Division of Student Affairs, we 
secured a space on campus and 
funding to launch our first year.”

They also partnered with the Student 
Government Association and the 
Student-Athlete Advisory Committee 
to staff, lead and fund the effort. What 
started as a small initiative of service 
became an ongoing mission of Aggies 
helping Aggies. 

Over the past 12 years, the 12th Can 
has served more than 5,000 students 
and families, growing into one of the 
most impactful student-led service 
organizations at Texas A&M. 

“A string of outstanding students has 
come together to improve the 12th 
Can year after year, stewarding the 
organization into the highly impactful 
group it is today,” he said.

Each semester, volunteers stock 
shelves, organize food drives and 
provide free groceries to those in need, 
all while carrying forward the core 
Aggie value of selfless service.

The 12th Can:The 12th Can:Feeding Our Aggie FamilyFeeding Our Aggie Family
by Grace Cantu ’25: Magnolia, Texas

The 12th Can’s fully stocked pantry provides free groceries to more than 500 members  
of the Texas A&M community each semester. photos courtesy of the 12th Can
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The pantry has also expanded its 
facilities, adding refrigerators and 
freezers to store perishable items. They 
have partnered with organizations 
such as Amazon and the Brazos 
Valley Food Bank to meet the growing 
demand for nutritious food options.

“The 12th Can has been received 
very favorably by so many — A&M 
administration, the Texas A&M 
Foundation, the Association of Former 
Students and Aggie Moms Clubs,” 
Claybrook said. “It’s an easy story to 
tell — people were hungry and now 
they’re not.”

Beyond providing food, the 12th 
Can focuses on raising awareness 
about food insecurity and creating a 
supportive space for every Aggie. 

Volunteers are trained in inclusivity 
and respect to ensure each client feels 
welcome and cared for.

“No matter your background, 
situation or socioeconomic status, 
you are welcome and supported here,” 
Claybrook said.

Small groups of passionate 
people can come together 

to make an extraordinary 
difference in their 

communities.”

– John Claybrook

“
Looking back, he said the experience 
continues to remind him how much 
impact a small, passionate group of 
people can have.

“Small groups 
of passionate 
people can come 
together to make 
an extraordinary 
difference in their 
communities,” he 
said. “It just takes 
patience, wisdom 
and earnest effort.”

A decade later, the 
12th Can remains 
proof that little acts 
of service can create 
lasting change. Its 
mission endures 
through every 
student who gives 
their time, energy 
and heart to ensure 
that at Texas A&M 
University, no Aggie 
goes hungry. 

The 12th Can relies on student volunteers  
to keep its shelves stocked, supporting Aggies in need. 
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CHICKEN OIL CO. 
RETURNS TO AGGIELAND

When the building caught 
fire in April 2022, flames 
took more than just a burger 
joint. It took a piece of the 
Aggie community’s identity. 
That identity has been rebuilt, 
proving the Aggie Spirit 
cannot be engulfed.

Loss Felt Across Generations
In the days following the 
fire, messages, photos and 
memories flooded social 
media and displayed the true 
heartbreak felt by Aggies 
across the country. The 
community witnessed an 
outpouring of emotion as it 
mourned the loss of such a 
time-honored, special place 
that truly intertwined with the 
heart of the Aggie community.

“People weren’t just sad 
about a building — they were 
heartbroken over losing a 
piece of their own story,” said 
Tina Duncan, brand protector 
of the Chicken Oil Co. 

Preserving the Spirit
Rebuilding the Chicken Oil Co. after 
the fire meant far more than replacing 
walls and equipment. Although the 
entire restaurant did not burn down, 
the back side and kitchen were heavily 
damaged, requiring a careful and 
thoughtful reconstruction. 

The team took on the responsibility 
of preserving everything guests have 
cherished for decades — the history in 
the wood, the iconic wall décor, and the 
unmistakable quirky charm — while 
still moving the restaurant forward.

“Balancing nostalgia with progress was 
a challenge, but worth every effort,” 
Duncan said.

The Chicken Oil Co. family members 
rallied together. Staff checked on 
one another, and locals showed an 
outpouring of support — offering 
help, sending heartfelt messages, and 
showing up in their Chicken Oil Co. 
shirts as a quiet promise that the spirit 
wasn’t going anywhere.

FROM

ASHES:ASHES:
Beauty
by Claire Bishop ’26:  
Whitehouse, Texas
photos courtesy of Twinz Co. Marketing

For nearly five decades, 
the Chicken Oil Co. has 
held a special place in the 

heart of Aggieland. The four 
wooden walls have witnessed 
first dates, late-night burgers 
following Aggie football wins 
and countless Aggies meeting 
for lunch and trading stories 
across generations. 
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“It truly felt like family,” Duncan said. 
“The sense of unity was overwhelming 
and beautiful.”

Throughout every blueprint and 
decision, the mission remained 
the same: honor the memories and 
traditions held within the walls. Every 
piece of the reconstruction, especially 
the kitchen and back section that had 
to be rebuilt, was crafted as a tribute to 
the stories, the history and the spirit 
that has defined Chicken Oil Co.

Beauty from Ashes
On Aug. 4, 2025, with a crowd lined up 
outside, the Chicken Oil Co. opened its 
doors, ready to serve the community.

With wide smiles, people posed 
beneath the familiar red, white and 
blue letters of the new Chicken Oil 
Co. sign. Inside, regulars ordered 
their favorites and raised their glasses, 
celebrating the return of the restaurant 
right where it belongs — in the heart 
of Aggieland.

“It was emotional, loud and full of 
love,” Duncan said. “There were hugs, 
laughter and even a few tears. It felt 
like a family reunion after years apart.” 

Among the many emotional moments 
on reopening day, one stood out for 

her. A couple who had their first date 
at the Chicken Oil Co. returned to 
recreate the same picture they had 
taken over 40 years before. 

“That moment said everything,” 
Duncan said. “This place is not just part 
of their memories, it is their memories.”

More than a Meal
Having a meal at the Chicken Oil Co. 
is more than good food. It is the feeling 
of belonging. This time-honored 
restaurant represents what makes 
Aggieland the unique place it is — 
friendship, tradition and loyalty. 

“It’s a rite of passage and part of the 
Aggie experience itself,” Duncan said. 

The Chicken Oil Co. has connected 
generations for decades and stands as 
a reminder that in a rapidly changing 
world, some places and the memories 
they hold remain timeless.

The Spirit of Aggieland
Today, the Chicken Oil Co. proudly 
serves as a symbol of unity and 
resilience. It shows us the Aggie 
community will always rally for what 
matters most.

“Seeing Chicken Oil alive again feels 
like a symbol of Aggieland’s spirit,” 

Duncan said. “Strong, faithful and full 
of heart.”

She hopes the restaurant will continue 
to be a place where stories are shared, 
traditions are created and Aggies of 
the past, present and future can always 
find a little piece of home. The Chicken 
Oil Co. is not only a part of Aggieland’s 
history, but aloso a part of its soul. 

Seeing Chicken Oil alive 
again feels like a symbol of 

Aggieland’s spirit.
““

Strong, 
faithful 

and 
full of heart.”

– Tina Duncan
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CHRIS SKAGGS:
An Exemplar of Aggie Core Values

by Raylie Ezell ’26: Buffalo, Texas
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photos by Michael Miller/Texas A&M AgriLife Marketing and Communications
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— Chris Skaggs— Chris Skaggs  

““
The roar of the crowd at the 

Houston Livestock Show’s Junior 
Market Steer Show. The tense 

silence of students giving reasons in a 
judging room. The quiet whispers of 
advice exchanged in the halls of Texas 
A&M University. Each moment carries 
the legacy of Chris Skaggs, Ph.D., a 
man whose presence in agriculture has 
been as steady as it is inspiring.

For more than three decades, Skaggs 
has shaped the future of agricultural 
leadership, guiding students, building 
programs and leading livestock 
shows that define Texas tradition. As 
associate dean for student development 
in the College of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences at Texas A&M, he has become 
both a mentor and a movement, 
raising not only champions in the 
show ring but also leaders in life. 

Skaggs’ story began in Pampa, Texas, 
where agriculture was not just a 
lifestyle; it was a family legacy. His 
father, an agricultural science teacher 
and FFA adviser, instilled in him 
the values of a strong work ethic, 
responsibility and humility. 

“My roots in agriculture shaped 
everything I do,” Skaggs said. 
“Growing up around livestock taught 
me responsibility, consistency and the 
value of earning what you achieve.” 

Those formative lessons shaped his 
academic journey. He went on to 
attend Texas Tech University, where he 
earned degrees in animal science and 
agricultural education, before pursuing 

a master’s in animal science at Kansas 
State University and a doctorate in the 
same field from Iowa State University. 

When Skaggs joined Texas A&M in 
1992, his passion for teaching and 
livestock evaluation found the perfect 
home. He had previously coached 
national champion livestock judging 
teams at Kansas State and Iowa State 
and would go on to do the same at 
Texas A&M in 1999. However, banners 
and trophies were never his real 
measure of success.

Under his guidance, students have 
learned far more than livestock 
evaluation; they have learned how to 
think critically, lead confidently and 
carry themselves with professionalism. 
His balance of high standards and 
mentorship has made him one of the 
most respected figures in collegiate 
agricultural education. 

As associate dean, Skaggs oversees 
scholarships, recruitment and 
leadership programs for the College 
of Agriculture and Life Sciences. His 
influence extends far beyond campus, 
reaching into arenas, barns and 
communities across Texas. 

“I’ve stayed at Texas A&M for so long 
because every year brings a new group 
of students to challenge and inspire 
me,” Skaggs said. “When they succeed, 
it reminds me why this work matters.”

Skaggs also serves as superintendent 
of the steer show at the Houston 
Livestock Show and Rodeo and the 
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The Skaggs family celebrated a memorable win in the Heifer Show at the Houston Livestock Show,  a reflection of their shared 
passion for agriculture. photo courtesy of the Skaggs family

San Antonio Livestock Exposition, 
two of the nation’s largest and most 
competitive youth livestock events. 
These roles demand precision and 
people skills, which he meets both  
with calm leadership. 

“Reward comes from working with 
exhibitors and their parents,” he 
said. “There are challenges every 
year, but watching students grow, 
learning responsibility, leadership and 
teamwork makes it worthwhile.”

At his core, Skaggs believes leadership 
is about service. Whether in an office 
or the show barn, his philosophy 
remains consistent: lift others up.

With decades in the ring, he has 
witnessed firsthand how livestock 
shows have evolved from community 
events to major national stages. He 
believes the greatest worth comes from 
the lessons impacted on young people. 

“Exhibitors experience tremendous 
growth through raising livestock 
projects,” he said. “They learn 
dependability, responsibility and 
teamwork, alongside knowledge of 
animal agriculture.”

Skaggs said livestock shows serve as 
powerful bridges between the rural 
and urban communities, providing 
youth a platform to share their 
agricultural stories.

“Livestock shows promote agriculture 
to the urban public,” he said. “They 
give young people a chance to share 
their passion and the projects they’ve 
dedicated nearly a year to raising.”

Honored with numerous awards 
for teaching and leadership, Skaggs 
remains humble and focused, not on 
accolades, but on impact. The creation 
of the Dr. Chris Skaggs Excellence 
Endowment in Animal Science ensures 

future Aggie livestock judging team 
members and beef industry students 
have the support to continue their 
education and leadership journeys.

Skaggs’ influence echoes across 
generations. In every student he 
mentors and every show he organizes, 
his impact continues to ripple through 
the agricultural community. He often 
says the success of his work is not 
represented in trophies or titles, but 
in the next generation of agricultural 
leaders who carry forward the values 
of dedication, integrity and hard 
work — values he has spent a lifetime 
teaching by example.  

“The next generation will define where 
agriculture goes from here,” Skaggs said. 
“Our job is to prepare them to lead with 
both knowledge and compassion.” 
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Preparing the Next Generation of Coffee ProfessionalsPreparing the Next Generation of Coffee Professionals
by Trew Schroeder ’26: Choate, Texas

The specialty coffee industry is 
experiencing rapid growth, creating a 
rising demand for skilled professionals 
across the entire coffee value chain. For 
students passionate about coffee, this 
means exciting career opportunities 
from working alongside farmers to 
managing coffee shops or supply 
chains. With so many paths to choose 
from, students can turn their love for 
coffee into a career. 

Founded in 2016 as a branch of 
the Norman Borlaug Institute 
for International Agriculture and 
Development, the Center is committed 
to improving every stage of the coffee 
value chain. Its mission is deeply 
rooted in sustainability and global 
impact, with the goal of improving the 
livelihoods of the farmers who grow 
the coffee we drink every day. 

Recognizing the growing demand 
for coffee education, the Center 
partnered with Texas A&M University 
to develop the coffee processing and 

quality certificate. Offered through 
the Department of Food Science and 
Technology and open to students of all 
majors, the program equips students 
with a comprehensive understanding 
of each stage in the coffee value chain. 

“We want students to see coffee not 
just through the lens of a barista, but 
as part of a global value chain filled 
with diverse career opportunities,” 
said Eric Brenner, assistant director 
of the Texas A&M Center for Coffee 
Research and Education.

That understanding begins with 
recognizing how coffee moves from 
farm to cup. The value chain begins 
with farmers who grow and harvest the 
cherries, which are then processed and 
milled into green coffee. These beans 
are then exported to international 
buyers, roasted to develop their flavor 
and finally packaged and distributed 
to retailers and coffee shops before 
reaching the consumers.

“The coffee industry needs 
economists, agronomists, engineers 
and communicators,” Brenner added. 
“Whatever you’re studying, there’s 
likely a role for you in this field.”

Beyond coursework, students also 
have access to a fully equipped 
coffee brewing laboratory located 
on campus. Featuring a small-batch 
roaster, espresso machine and a 
variety of brewing equipment, 
the lab offers a hands-on learning 
environment for students to enhance 
their skills in coffee processing and 
preparation. 

Costa Rica Study Abroad Program
Texas A&M’s coffee program extends 
beyond the classroom, offering 
students a short-term study abroad 
experience in Costa Rica. Last 
winter break, students learned about 
the coffee production process in a 
country renowned for its high-quality 
Arabica coffee. 

What if passion for coffee could become a profession? 
Home to the nation’s first academic certificate 
in coffee studies, the Center for Coffee Research 

and Education is preparing the next generation of coffee 
professionals through hands-on training, innovative research 
and real-world experience. 

photos courtesy of Michael Miller/
Texas A&M AgriLife

CAREERS CAREERS ININ COFFEE: COFFEE:
Coffee beans are the seeds of 

the coffee cherry fruit, named for 
their bright red color when ripe.
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“Hands-on learning is essential when it comes to coffee,” Eric Brenner said.

For students who want 
to start a career in coffee, 
we are here for them and 
we want to support them 

every step of the way.” 
	
	     – Eric Brenner

““
The trip also gives students valuable 
insight into the challenges and 
opportunities smallholder coffee 
farmers face. Experiencing these 
realities firsthand helps students better 
understand the complex issues farmers 
navigate every day.

At the heart of the Center’s mission 
is a commitment to improving coffee 
quality and supply and strengthening 
producer livelihoods. The study 
abroad program furthers this mission 
by exposing students to sustainable 
production methods and the 
complexities of the global coffee  
value chain. 

Brenner said the study abroad program 
will be paused for the fall 2025 and fall 
2026 semesters as the center undergoes 

transitions with the opening of the 
Aplin Center. The program is expected 
to resume in spring 2027.

Through a specialized curriculum, 
applied learning experiences and 
study abroad opportunities, the Center 
is leading the way in making coffee 
education more accessible to students 
passionate about the industry. 

“For students who want to start a 
career in coffee, we are here for them 
and we want to support them every 
step of the way,” Brenner said. 

Looking to the Future
The Center for Coffee 
Research and Education  
at Texas A&M 
University is entering 
an exciting phase of 
growth, with plans to 
expand its educational 
programs with the 
opening of the new 
Aplin Center. 

Scheduled to open in 
February 2028, the 
Aplin Center will serve 
as a hub for academic 
studies in hospitality, 
retail, and food and 
nutrition sciences. 

The Aplin Center will 
feature a state-of-the-
art coffee research and 

teaching lab, where students can learn 
the art and science of coffee roasting 
and brewing. 

“Hands-on learning is essential when 
it comes to coffee,” Brenner said. “With 
the new lab, students will be able to 
experiment with roasting and brewing, 
helping them develop practical skills 
for their future careers.”

In addition to increasing academic 
resources for students, the Center’s 
mission is also focused on bringing 
coffee education to the general 
public. Brenner said one of the 
biggest gaps in the coffee industry 
today is consumer education. 

“We have an incredible opportunity 
right here with a community of 
students who drink coffee every day,” 
Brenner said. “The university is the 
perfect platform to launch a coffee 
education initiative.”

As the Center continues to grow, so 
does its impact on the future of the 
coffee industry. The new Aplin Center 
will give students greater access to the 
skills and experience needed to pursue 
careers in the field. Whether you are 
drawn to science, sustainability or 
simply a love for coffee, Texas A&M’s 
coffee program helps students turn 
passion into a profession. 

While studying abroad in Costa Rica,  
a student rakes coffee cherries drying in the sun.
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8101 Hwy 6 N Bypass,
Navasota, Texas 77868

marthasbloomers.com

SHOP, DINE, EXPLORE & MORE
Martha’s Bloomers opened in 2000 as a home and garden store 

and has grown into a timeless dining experience and all-day 
shopping destination. Stop by for a visit and stay a while.
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BRIDGING THE SEC GAP THROUGH A PASSION FORBRIDGING THE SEC GAP THROUGH A PASSION FOR

by McKenzie Hehs ’26: Bulverde, Texas
AAdvancing dvancing AAgriculturegriculture

Saturdays in the fall may look a 
little different in the Southeastern 
Conference. Whether you are 

yelling “Gig ’em” or “War Eagle” on 
game day, one thing remains the 
same. Even with the friendly rivalry of 
a Saturday SEC football game, there’s 
a strong connection between two of 
its universities. 

The Texas A&M University College 
of Agriculture and Life Sciences 
and Auburn University’s College of 
Agriculture Student councils have a 
shared passion for agriculture, leading 
to a unique partnership in recent years.
 
Although 777 miles apart, students 
from both universities have created 
invaluable relationships and enhanced 
networking opportunities. Through the 
annual C.O.A.L.S. Exchange Program, 
executive officers from each school 
have the opportunity to visit and 
become immersed in the atmosphere 
of the opposing school. 

A Weekend for the Aggies in Auburn
In the fall of 2024, Texas A&M’s 
C.O.A.L.S. Council visited Auburn, 
Alabama, for a weekend filled with 
tours, networking 
and community. 
Zoe Meeks, 
the 2025-2026 
leadership vice 
president for the 
TAMU C.O.A.L.S. 
Council, was part 
of the exchange 
and described it 
as a truly unique 
opportunity. 

“There are a lot 
of opportunities 
for professional 
growth making  
each council and 
college a better 
place,” Meeks said. 

For Meeks, the similar culture of both 
Texas A&M and Auburn is what makes 
it such an incredible experience.

Aggies learn the history of Jordan-Hare Stadium at Auburn. 
photos courtesy of Zoe Meeks
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Nestled in the rolling hills of East 
Central Alabama, Auburn is home 
29,808 students who bleed blue and 
orange. Known for a warm, welcoming 
community, many say Auburn is the 
Texas A&M of the Southeast. Though 
the Auburn Tiger student population 
is much smaller, they also are rich in 
values and unique traditions.

“Their culture instantly reminded us 
all of A&M in a way that made us feel 
right at home,” Meeks said. 

Meeks’ favorite part of the weekend 
was the tour of Jordan-Hare Stadium, 
where she and her fellow Aggies 
got a behind-the-scenes look at the 
operations of Auburn football — a  
new and intriguing experience they 
truly valued. 

A Trip to Aggieland for the Tigers
Jonathan Parten, who serves as the 
2025-2026 president of the Ag Council 

in Auburn, was a key 
part of that interaction. 
The fall of 2025 marked 
his third year as part of 
the program, as he and 
the rest of the current 
year’s leadership team 
visited College Station 
for the Texas A&M vs. 
Auburn football game 
on Sept. 27, 2025.

Parten’s most 
memorable part 
of the experience 
was the meaningful 
and professional 
relationships he has 
built with the Texas 
A&M counterparts. 

“These professional 
relationships have 
extended far beyond 
College Station and 
Auburn,” he said.

The Auburn Council had the 
opportunity to see the Aggie traditions 
and world-class agricultural facilities 
throughout the weekend. Parten 
said they were instantly immersed 
in the rich traditions of Texas A&M 
— from learning about Silver Taps to 
experiencing Midnight Yell before the 
football game.

“These moments have given us a 
firsthand look at the deep history and 
pride that define the Aggie Spirit,” 
Parten said.

Tanner Owen ’26, shares Texas A&M’s history  
with the Auburn Tigers on campus.

The Ag Councils learn about “The Father of the Green Revolution” at the Texas A&M 
University Norman Borlaug Institute for International Agriculture and Development.

A college-wide favorite is Texas A&M’s 
ANSC 117, known as “The Texas 
Barbecue Course.” Parten described 
this as one of his favorite events of the 
trip, because he interacted with faculty 
while learning about meat science and 
preparing barbecue together.

The Lasting Impact of the Exchange
Through these collaborations and 
conversations, both universities have 
implemented new programs within 
their organizations. 

“We’ve taken inspiration from 
A&M’s initiatives and implemented 
similar ideas at Auburn, including 
a mentoring program that pairs 
AU ag students with alumni in the 
agricultural industry,” Parten said.

Auburn is also in the process of 
launching a freshmen engagement 
program — similar to C.O.A.L.S. 
Freshman Experience within the Texas 
A&M College of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences. The program focuses on 
getting students involved early in their 
college careers. 

“This program stands out from other 
opportunities we’ve participated in 
because it allows us to travel outside 
Alabama and explore the differences 
in agricultural industries between 
our states,” Parten said. “It’s a truly 
enriching experience that blends 
professional development, cultural 
exchange and lasting friendships.” 

““It’s a truly enriching 
experience  that 

blends professional 
development, cultural 
exchange and lasting 

friendships.”
	 – Jonathan Parten
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FF or some, beekeeping may 
be a small backyard hobby, 
but for those in Texas A&M 

University’s Master Beekeeping 
Program, it can grow into something 
much greater. Through a series of 
leveled certifications, everyday Texans 
transform from curious beekeepers to 
trusted leaders in their communities. 

Master craftsman beekeeper Michelle 
Boerst said her passion for bees, along 
with the desire to teach, inspired her to 
join the program.

“I knew that I loved bees, but 
I wouldn’t be able to work 
in the fields forever,” Boerst 
said. “I also enjoy teaching, 
so I thought I’d become a 
beekeeping teacher, and 
the first step to becoming 
a teacher people wanted to 
listen to was to get educated, 
so I started with the Master 
Beekeeping Program.”

Not only does this program 
teach the science behind bees, 
but it also develops educators, 
mentors and advocates who 
carry forward the Aggie 
tradition of service while 
protecting one of agriculture’s 
most vital partners. 

“The education is essential because 
there’s a lot to know in order to keep 
bees alive, and you have to really dive 
in to get a full understanding of what 
we’re doing and why we’re doing it,” 
said Danielle Fleming, one of Texas 
A&M’s certified master beekeepers. 

Honeybees play an important role in 
agriculture, especially in Texas, where 
they pollinate crops like cotton and 
pecans, sustaining the state’s farmers 
and its food supply. 

“Honeybees are responsible for 
pollinating roughly one-third of the 
human diet, including many crops that 
sustain livestock,” Fleming said. “Their 
work supports the entire agricultural 
ecosystem, making healthy bee 
populations essential to the continued 
success of Texas farming.”

While the honey bee population 
is constantly growing, it is also 
continually facing challenges from 
pests like varroa mites, which are 

Beyond the Hive:Beyond the Hive:Becoming a Master BeekeeperBecoming a Master Beekeeper
by Grace Cantu ’25: Magnolia, Texas

An instructor demonstrates how to use a smoker, which calms bees and reduces stress during 
hive inspections. photo courtesy of Garrett Slater
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parasitic bugs that weaken 
and kill colonies, as well 
as from diseases and 
environmental pressures.

“The largest issue in 
beekeeping today is the 
varroa mites and their 
resistance to the treatments 
we have available,” Fleming 
said. “The program was 
really awesome at teaching 
about that, including when 
to treat, how to treat and 
what to treat with.”

The Texas Master Beekeeper 
Program helps Texans meet 
these challenges, turning 
them into skilled caretakers 
who protect pollinators and 
ultimately strengthen agriculture all 
across the state.

“Better education leads to better 
information, and better information 
leads to healthier bees,” Boerst said.

The program begins at the apprentice 
level, which provides foundational 
knowledge of honey bee biology and 
colony management. With dedication, 
participants grow through the ranks 
to the advanced, master and master 
craftsman levels. Each step builds 
on the last, pushing participants to 
expand their expertise and share it 
with others.
 
“Every level you’re getting a little 
deeper in your experience and 
knowledge,” Boerst said. “First year, 
any beekeeper could do it. Second 
year, you have to study. Third year, 
you’re committed to talking to your 
community. Fourth year, you’re crazy.”

The final level, master craftsman, 
requires years of commitment.

What makes this program uniquely 
Aggie is not only its dedication to 
learning and growth but also its 
emphasis on service and community 
impact. Along the way, participants are 
required to teach workshops, mentor 
beginners and share research-based 
knowledge with peers and schools.

“Education is a core goal of the 
program, and equally important is our 
role as honey bee ambassadors,” said 

program coordinator Garrett Slater, 
who serves as the honey bee specialist 
for Texas A&M AgriLife Extension. 

“To date, our volunteers have reached 
1.8 million Texans, raising public 
awareness about the role of honey bees 
and other pollinators.”

Looking ahead, Slater said the 
program’s reach is set to expand across 
Texas in the coming years.

“We’re developing a Master Beekeeping 
Handbook and a 10-week course,” 
Slater said. “Our long-term goal is to 
connect local clubs with the program 
and provide them with a curriculum 
they can use to educate and support 
their communities.”

With the program’s continued growth, 
its impact is felt not only through 
education and outreach but also 
through the personal experiences of 
the beekeepers it inspires.

“I loved being part of the Master 
Beekeeping Program,” Fleming said. 
“I’d definitely encourage anybody 
who’s considering it to do it because 
you’ll learn a lot about bees and make 
connections you’ve never had before.”

Texas A&M Master Beekeeping 
Program shows with dedication and 
guidance, beekeepers can grow into 
leaders who educate future generations 
and make a lasting impact on 
agriculture across the state. 

Better education leads to  
better information, and better 

information leads to  
healthier bees.”

– Michelle Boerst

“

Hands-on hive work is a cornerstone of the program, turning knowledge into practice.  
photos courtesy of the Master Beekeeper Program 
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Inspired by her time at Texas A&M 
University, Emily Huskinson ’12 
encourages the Aggie Network 

to embrace the spirit and qualities of 
entrepreneurship. Influenced by her 
Aggie Ring, Emily founded RW Fine, 
a leading brand in the fine jewelry 
space. Best known for its signature 
RingWraps and flawless diamonds, 
RW Fine has developed into a 
company based in faith, tradition and 
timeless design. 

Huskinson shared more about her 
journey as an Aggie entrepreneur 
communicating adversity, inspiration 
and the foundation in which her 
company is built upon.

 

Q: What first inspired you to start 
RW Fine, and how did your time at 
Texas A&M influence your decision 
in creating the brand?
A: RW Fine Jewelry was founded in 
2011 after I received my Aggie Ring. 
The inspiration for RingWraps stems 
back to my brother’s Aggie Ring Day in 
2006, when the original design came to 
fruition. I designed diamond-encrusted 
bands to enhance my ring, and in 2011, 
turned my idea into a business. 

Following the success of three U.S. 
patents, the unique design became 
the foundation of my brand RW Fine. 
Deeply rooted in faith, I attribute 
all success to God’s guidance and 
provision, as I strive to honor Him in 
every aspect of the business. 

The steadfast tradition of the Aggie 
Ring is a milestone that directly 
impacted my life and remains as the 

Q: For fellow Aggies who dream of 
starting a business, what’s the most 
important piece of advice you’d share 
about turning an idea into reality?
A: To find success in a business, you 
have to broaden your scope further 
than vision boards and creative 
marketing ideas. Businesses must fill a 
void for consumers, and that product 
or service must be differentiated in a 
saturated market. 

RingWraps was a niche market that 
has expanded massively into the 
fine jewelry sector. This niche idea 
catapulted my business. My advice is 
to find a niche, be the best at it and 
expand from there. 

cornerstone of both my personal and 
professional success.

Q: Do the Aggie Core Values play a 
role in your business?
A: The core values play a pivotal role 
in the foundation of RW Fine and 
align closely with my biblical values. I 
wholeheartedly attribute the success of 
my business to operating 100% with the 
Aggie Core Values as the cornerstone, 
along with God’s providence. RW Fine’s 
commitment to integrity and excellence 
translates in our customer service 
efforts, so that our customers know 
they are working with a brand that was 
built with service in mind.

Q: What were some of the biggest 
challenges you faced as a young 
business person, and how did you 
overcome them while staying true to 
your brand’s mission?
A: The past 14 years have not been 
without challenges. From the onset, 
RingWraps were highly criticized. 
Tweets were made public stating the 
pieces were equivalent to a pet rock. 
Opinions were directly sent to the 
company regarding the disrespect 
the bands had on such a staple to the 
tradition of Texas A&M. 

Despite initial trials in 2020, I took a 
step back from the daily obligations 
of the business due to an unexpected 
diagnosis to my mother.  She was 
diagnosed with terminal cancer and 
was only given two weeks to live. The 
final moments of my mother’s life were 
transformative in my life and business. 

Despite the hardship faced in 2020 that 
pulled me away from the company, 
sales grew and I was able to reshape 
the trajectory of the company. I 
have always been an incredibly 
inquisitive and curious person, and 
in entrepreneurship, that has served 
me well. The challenges have had the 
potential to be detrimental, however, 
with a faithfilled foundation they have 
influenced growth and prosperity.

by Allie Frey ’26: Eunice, Louisiana

AGGIE ENTREPRENEUR:How RingWraps Came To BeHow RingWraps Came To Be
photos courtesy of Emily Huskinson
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a smile and a willingness to do what 
is asked of them. There is no task too 
small.”  

The program celebrated the 35 
year milestone with a reception in 
Washington, D.C., on July 9, 2025. 
Texas A&M University College of 
Agriculture and Life Sciences Dean Jeff 
Savell, Ph.D., spoke at the reception, 
surrounded by ANRP interns and 
alumni, program donors and hosting 
office staff.  

Webb said the biggest goal for the next 
35 years is for the ANRP Internship 
to continue growing with a greater 
capacity for more students to witness 
the public policy process firsthand. 

The legacy runs deep, and the impact 
on Texas Aggies throughout the years 
is unmatched.  

Help ANRP reach their 
goal of $35,000 for the 

next generation of Aggie 
leaders. Donate at  

anrp.tamu.edu

WWhat began as 
one Texas A&M 
University College 

of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences student’ internship on 
Capitol Hill with Congressman 
Greg Laughlin has now turned 
into a premier student policy 
internship program.  

For 35 years, the Agriculture 
and Natural Resources Policy 
Internship Program has 
impacted approximately 1,300 
College of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences students. 

“Over the years, the request 
has formed into an official 
program with a consistent 
mission to engage College of 
Agriculture and Life Sciences 
students directly in the policy 
process,” said Stephanie Webb, 
director of policy programs.  

With the vision of developing leaders 
of character dedicated to serving 
the greater good through policy, the 
ANRP Internship Program creates 
opportunities to make tangible impacts 
while applying the students’ academic 
degree to real-world environments.  

Since 1990, the ANRP Internship has 
grown into a well-recognized and 
respected program in College Station, 
Texas, Washington, D.C. and abroad 
with the United Nations Food and 
Agriculture Organization.  

“The students are very much our Aggie 
ambassadors,” Webb said. “When you 
intern anywhere — it doesn’t have to 
be in policy or politics — you carry 
the name of your university. A lot of 
offices seek our interns because of their 
abilities to perform well, show up with 

by Sydney Van Cleave ’27:  
Mineola, Texas

photos courtesy of James Palacios
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of Aggies 

IMPACTING 
Policy

Aggie interns, summer of 1991.
photo courtesy of James PalaciosYears

Celebrate this Milestone
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“I was part of the first class of interns 35 years ago. In 
fact, I was the first intern selected for the program and 
chose the summer internship, with Alan Ahlschwede who 
interned in the Spring of ‘90. It helped shape my career 
and life by equipping me with both context for the political 
world along with the confidence and care to engage with 
people from all backgrounds. I am forever grateful for the 
opportunity that Texas A&M and Greg Laughlin have  
afforded me.”

– Harold Buckner ’92, Office of Congressman Greg Laughlin 
’64, Summer of 1990

“My ANRP experience shaped the trajectory of my life — professionally 
and personally. It was the starting point for lifelong friendships, a deeper 
understanding of public policy and a career rooted in public service. The 
lessons I learned as an ANRP intern continue to influence how I lead, 
think and engage with the world.

First as an intern and then as director of the ANRP, I witnessed firsthand 
how this program transforms students. It doesn’t just prepare them for 
careers — it cultivates informed, passionate citizens ready to lead in 
agriculture, life sciences and their communities.”

Cady Auckerman ’00 
House Committee on Agriculture (Majority), Summer 2000  

photo courtesy of Cady Auckermanphoto courtesy of Cady Auckerman

“To say my ANRP internship changed my life 
would be an understatement. ANRP laid out 
the foundation for both my career in public 
service and the community I’ve built around it. 
It made me challenge how I saw the world and 
sparked a passion I didn’t know existed. ANRP 
has given me many things: a nearly decade-long 
career in public service, a network of support 
and information, and my sweet husband and 
better-half whom I met through the internship. 
ANRP was and remains a fundamental part of 
my personal journey.  ”

Chloe Beck ’18 
Office of Rep. Larry Gonzales, Spring 2017

“Until my experience with FAO through ANRP, I had no idea 
about the vast global ecosystem of actors and processes that come 
together every day to keep our food systems functional and ensure 
access to safe, nutritious food. This experience has deepened 
my interest in bridging science and policy and strengthened 
my career path toward advancing resilient and sustainable food 
systems.”

Keya Mukherjee ’18 
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, Summer 2018 

Buckner ’90 and his wife, Kathy, with Laughlin in 
August 2025. photo courtesy of Harold Buckner
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ct Beck ’18, second row on left, alongside Rep. Gonzalez and staff 

during her 2017 internship. photo courtesy of Chloe Beck

Mukherjee ’18 with her FAO team. 
photo courtesy of Keya Mukherjee
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When Skylar Minnitte talks 
about her research, she talks 
with a mix of small-town 

familiarity and scientific precision.

Minnitte, a Texas A&M University 
junior psychology major from Ellwood 
City, Pennsylvania, is conducting her 
undergraduate thesis under Texas 
A&M University’s LAUNCH Thesis 
Program. Her project explores how 
human activity impacted the genetic 
makeup of the American white-tailed 
deer, a species she was familiar with 
growing up.

“I grew up in a very rural town just 
outside of Pittsburgh,” Minnitte said. 
“My grandparents were small-business 
owners. They process deer, so I grew 
up around hunting and agriculture. It 
was just part of life.”

To Minnitte, white-tailed deer were 
not merely wildlife in the woods. 
They were an important backdrop to 
her childhood and a huge part of her 
family’s well-being. 

“A lot of people view deer as pests,” 
she said. “But when you really look 
into their history and why they’re so 
abundant today, it tells a story about 
how we treat the environment and the 
decisions we make as people.”

That realization was made clear to her 
during a summer research program at 
the Glasscock Center for Humanities 
Research at Texas A&M. As an 
Undergraduate Glasscock Scholar, 
Minnitte participated in a two-week, 
intensive seminar on anthropology 
and environmental relationships.

“At first, I didn’t see a space for myself 
in anthropology,” she said. “But as I 
learned more, I realized how relevant it 
was to my own life.”

Kristine Korzow, assistant professor 
and director of the Modern DNA 
Laboratory, encouraged her to pursue 
that interest further. When a list of 
potential research topics was presented 
to her, one topic caught Minnitte’s 
attention — white-tailed deer.

“Initially, I didn’t want to do something 
I already knew about,” she said. “But 
my mom told me, ‘Why wouldn’t you 
do that? You literally know all about it.’ 
And she was right. It just clicked. This 
was what I was supposed to do.”

Minnitte’s thesis, titled "The Human 
Redefinition of the American White-
Tailed Deer Population,” outlines 
how early conservation efforts of the 
early 20th century motivated states 
to relocate and restock deer herds 
across the country. That process, 

while successful in replenishing deer 
populations, may have brought the 
genetic consequences existing today.

“In the late 19th and early 20th 
century, deer were nearly extinct in 
the U.S.,” Minnitte said. “States began 
restocking by moving deer across 
borders from places like Pennsylvania, 
Indiana and Texas to repopulate other 
regions. But that movement was poorly 
documented and may have caused 
hybridization with other subspecies, 
like the black-tailed deer.”

She said the results illustrate how 
human activity, even with good 
intentions, can ripple through 
ecosystems. 

The LAUNCH Thesis Program at 
Texas A&M offers undergraduates 
the chance to conduct independent, 
faculty-mentored research. Minnitte 
referred to the experience as 
demanding but worth it.

by Payton Rodgers ’26: Frisco, Texas

BREAKINGBREAKING
in Deer Genetics

Young Skylar Minnitte at home in Ellwood City, Pennsylvania, where her passion for 
the outdoors and wildlife began. photos courtesy of Skylar Minnitte

GroundGround
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Before she was studying deer genetics at Texas A&M, Skylar Minnitte was learning firsthand  
about wildlife in her family’s deer processing shop in Pennsylvania.

“You apply with a detailed 
proposal, an outline of your 
project, methods, your year, 
your GPA. Then it goes 
throughout rounds of peer 
review,” she explained. “It’s 
usually for seniors, but I was 
able to get a waiver to be 
accepted as a junior.”

Minnitte works one-on-one 
with Korzow, who serves as 
her principal investigator, 
guiding her through DNA 
analysis, data collection and 
interpretation. 

“She connects me with the 
right people,” Minnitte said. 
“I honestly wouldn’t be able 
to do any of it without her.” 

Minnitte’s thesis is due in the spring 
of 2026. She will present her work at a 
campus research symposium.

Having grown up spending most of her 
early years in nature, Minnitte credits 
her childhood for developing and 
shaping her interest in science. 

“I was constantly interacting with 
nature,” she said. “It wasn’t something 
far away. It was a part of my life. That 
closeness made me appreciate how 

connected we are to the environment.”
Minnitte is hoping others realize that 
link too. 

“Humans, animals and the 
environment — they’re not separate 
things,” she said. “Every decision 
we make has a consequence. 
Even something as simple as deer 
overpopulation has roots in choices we 
made a century ago.”

Minnitte said she’s learned as much 
about people as she has about wildlife 

through her work, from 
working with hunters to 
collaborating  
with scientists.

Her research is already 
uncovering patterns that could 
deepen our understanding 
of how people have shaped 
the natural world. Through 
her genetic sampling and 
archival work, she’s starting to 
trace how early 20th-century 
deer relocation programs 
may have mixed regional 
populations more than 
previously documented. Her 
findings could help researchers 
and wildlife managers 
better understand how 
genetic diversity affects deer 
populations today, especially 
as conservation programs 
continues to balance ecology, 

I’ve learned how 
to connect with 

people and think 
critically. You 

can never know 
everything about 

anything.”

“

– Skylar Minnitte
Minnitte learned about white-tailed deer from 

years of hunting and time outdoors.

hunting and land use.

“LAUNCH has been such a blessing,” 
she said. “All my hard work is finally 
coming to fruition, and I get to study 
something that means a lot to me.”

And for Minnitte, that bridge — of 
her past, her fire and her purpose — 
is what makes what she does remain 
relevant.  



A G R IL E A DE R40   | 



Fa l l  2025  |   41

From the expansive pastures of Australia to the vibrant slopes of Scotland and the dry 
dunes of the Namib Desert, Aggies in the Texas A&M University College of Agriculture 
and Life Sciences looked beyond the classroom and took their studies around the 

globe this summer. Through once-in-a-lifetime experiences, students explored how the 
agricultural industry stretches across continents and ties nations together. Each of these 
immersive experiences presented new perspectives for the industry that feeds the world, 
each of which was brought back to the heart of Aggieland.

Going Global!
A SUMMER ABROAD
by Claire Bishop ’26: Whitehouse, Texas
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Aggies explored the vast role of 
international agriculture and the 
livestock industry in the land down 
under. Through a scenic journey 
around New South Wales and 
Queensland, students grasped a new 
dynamic of agriculture through rolling 
farmland and captivating  
rural communities. 

Prioritizing hands-on experience, 
Aggies explored beef, sheep, deer 
and dairy production systems 
through an Aussie lens. From the 
vast green pastures to the rugged 
Outback terrain, students explored 
sustainable grazing practices, the role 
of technology within dairy operations 

and the journey from farm to 
table in modern meat and wool 
processing facilities. 

Students experienced firsthand 
one of the world’s most 
progressive livestock industries. 

“Experiencing agriculture in a 
completely different environment 
broadened my perspective 
on the industry and showed 
me just how diverse animal 
science can be worldwide,” said 
Mikayla Birney, animal science 
student. “I’ll carry those lessons, 
experiences and relationships 
with me into my future studies, 
my veterinary career and every 
opportunity to advocate for agriculture 
moving forward.”

Putting the ‘culture’ in agriculture, 
Aggie students explored the merge 
between farm life and heritage in 
Namibia, located in the heart of Sub-
Saharan Africa. 

This once-in-a-lifetime program 
allowed students to truly enrich 
themselves in the ways of life of 
Namibian communities through 
interactions with indigenous groups, 
game drives in the expansive Etosha 
National Park, heartfelt stories at local 
markets and the rolling dunes of the 
Namib Desert. 

Students enhanced their photography 
and storytelling skills through social 

&Animal Production
AUSTRALIA AGRICULTURE  

Birney fueled her passion for working 
horses while visiting a cattle operation.  
photo courtesy of Mikayla Birney 

&International Development
NAMIBIAN CULTURES  

Sexton explored the Erongo Mountain 
Nature Sanctuary in Namibia, centered 
around the ancient volcanic ruins.  
photo courtesy of Cody Sexton

media and photojournalism projects, 
equipping them with career-building 
skills through the country’s diverse 
communities and scenery. Each of 
the participants gained a deeper 
understanding of the vast agricultural 
and development practices on a global 
scale that they bring back to the heart 
of Aggieland.

“The study abroad program changed 
my worldview on countries and 
cultures that seem to be on the opposite 
side of the spectrum from the United 
States,” said Cody Sexton, agricultural 
leadership and development student 
graduating this December. “Even 
though Namibians may have different 
agricultural practices, landscapes and 
wildlife, they still face many of the 
same challenges that we face on the 
other side of the globe.” 	
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Combining their knowledge in the 
classroom with immersive, hands-
on experiences, students within the 
Department of Agricultural Economics 
explored the scenic countryside of 
Scotland and gained key insight into 
the role of rural economics on an 
international scale. 

Aggies spent 15 days experiencing 
the vast food systems and markets 
within the cities of Stirling, Inverness, 
Edinburgh and Dundee through 

&Agribusiness
SCOTLAND  

Clawson visited Cairngorms National Park's rolling green mountains and free-ranging reindeer.  
photo courtesy of Isabel Clawson 

Whether in the rolling dunes of the Namib Desert, touring Scotland’s small and large-scale 
farming operations or exploring dairy practices in the land down under, the Aggie Spirit left 
its mark around the world. But more importantly, the perspectives each student gained will 
shape the future of agriculture long after their time in Aggieland. 

interactions with local families and 
small and large-scale farm operations. 

Each region provided unique historical 
perspectives and modern approaches to 
agriculture within the United Kingdom, 
providing students with a deeper 
understanding of the role of economics 
within the agricultural industry.

“It was such a life-changing 
experience,” said Isabel Clawson, 
agricultural economics student. “I got 

to experience things that no one may 
ever get to. The cultural, agriculture, 
food and environment was something 
so unique.” 	

Through each of these unique 
experiences, Aggies witnessed 
agriculture stretching far beyond 
just crops and cattle. It encompasses 
a global community of diverse 
individuals, cultural traditions and 
forward-thinking innovation.  
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Santos entered the Miss Rodeo 
Texas pageant competing as Miss 
Rodeo North Texas Fair. She swept 
the competition in the categories 
of appearance, congeniality, 
horsemanship, personality, test and 
speech. She received her new title 
and crown on June 20, 2025, at the 
coronation in Denton, Texas. 

As the 2025 Miss Texas Rodeo, Santos 
serves as an ambassador for the sport of 
rodeo all throughout the state, with the 
goal of preserving Western heritage and 
promoting Texas’ official state sport. 

“I’m proud to represent the sport of 
rodeo,” Santos said. “Rodeo, in a way, 
is connected to rangelands. Without 
rangelands, we wouldn’t have ranches, 
and without ranches, we wouldn’t 
have rodeo.” 
 

Before Santos dreamed of being 
crowned rodeo queen, she fell in love 
with agriculture and the sport of rodeo 
itself. Growing up on her family’s 
ranch in Angleton, Texas, she learned 
the value of hard work and dedication. 
Her involvement in 4-H and FFA 
taught her valuable skills and lessons 
in public speaking and leadership, 
as well as giving her the platform to 
compete in equestrian competitions. 

Santos’ journey to Texas A&M was 
almost inevitable, as her father and 
older sister are both Aggie graduates. 
While in Aggieland, she made the 
most of her time by getting involved in 
various activities. From competing on 
the Texas A&M equestrian team to the 
Agronomy Society, Santos kept busy 
and chased after her passions. 

Flourish with 
purpose 

and bloom 
where you’re 

planted.”

“
– Reanna Santos 

by Gretchen Wylie ’25: 
Fowlerville, Michigan

photos courtesy of Reanna Santos

FlourishFlourishPurposePurposewith

Balancing research in South Texas prairies with rhinestones and rodeo arenas is not a path 
many students take. But for Reanna Santos, it is exactly what carried her from Texas A&M 
University classrooms to the crown of Miss Rodeo Texas 2025. 
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“I was brainwashed 
into it,” she said. “We 
would go to College 
Station for football 
games and horse 
shows. We were just 
very indoctrinated in 
the culture from the 
very start.”

In 2022, Santos 
received a Bachelor 
of Science in 
agribusiness with 
minors in agronomy 
and rangeland 
ecology. One degree 
was not enough to 
satiate her inquisitive 
nature, leading to 
her obtaining a 
Master of Science 
in ranchland, 
wildlife and fisheries 
management in 2025. Her graduate 
studies took her to a South Texas 
ranch, where she cataloged native  
and invasive grasses to study 
biodiversity. She also traveled to 
Nevada and Wyoming to assist in 
doctoral research. 

Through her academic journey, her 
professional ambitions became clear: 
help ranchers achieve economic and 
ecological sustainability through 
conservation and education in the 
agricultural industry. 

“I want to help ranchers produce their 
best beef crop and give back to the 
land,” Santos said, “because, at the 
end of the day, we’re just temporary 
stewards of it. It was here long before 
us, and it will be here long after us.”

Although her ultimate career goal is 
in science and conservation, Santos 
has also found a way to balance 
these interests with her rodeo queen 
ambitions. The two may seem 
wildly different, but they have more 
similarities than one might think. 

Santos’ platform in her year as 
Miss Rodeo Texas is “Flourish with 
Purpose,” a message of inspiration 
to others to stay rooted in faith, 
community and service. She also plans 
to distribute native Texas wildflower 
seed packets throughout her travels 
as the rodeo queen. It is a way to tie 

her ecology background to her queen 
outreach and reinforce her belief that, 
with the right environment, both 
wildflowers and people can flourish.  

“Through my 
connections that 
I made in grad 
school, I had a 
seed company 
sponsor me with 
individual native 
wildflower and 
grass seed packets 
that I get to pass 
out along my 
travels as Miss 
Rodeo Texas as 
a reminder to 
flourish with 
purpose and 
bloom where 
you’re planted,” 
Santos said.

It has taken a lot 
of hours of hard 
work in the arena, 
range, stage and 
classroom to get 
Santos to this 
point. Balancing 
her thesis defense 
with pageant prep 
and fieldwork took 
dedication and 

“I’m proud to represent the sport of rodeo,” Santos said. “Rodeo, in a way, is connected to rangelands. 
Without rangelands, we wouldn’t have ranches, and without ranches, we wouldn’t have rodeo.”

a clear vision of her goals. But just as 
her platform describes, with the right 
environment of support, people are 
able to flourish.  
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For many freshmen at Texas 
A&M University, the first year 
can be intimidating — new 

faces, new schedules and navigating a 
large campus. But for some students, 
the fall of 2025 was marked by 
something more than adjusting to the 
chaos of freshman year. It has been 
about finding community through 
C.O.A.L.S. FX, a program for freshmen 
that provides mentorship, leadership 
experiences and community to help 
new Aggies adapt and succeed. 

Short for Freshman Experience, 
C.O.A.L.S. FX is a leadership 
organization created to equip freshmen 

students in the College of Agriculture 
and Life Sciences with professional 
skills and community. Developed 
under the guidance of the C.O.A.L.S. 
Council Mentorship Committee, the 
program’s mission is to ensure no 
freshman faces their college journey 
on their own. 

“C.O.A.L.S. FX stood out because of 
the talent, passion and authenticity 
of its members,” said Alexa Rohe, a 
freshman animal science major. “It’s 
not just a professional organization, 
but a family where members grow 
together personally and professionally.”

A sense of belonging 
is at the core of this 
organization. Through 
social events, service 
and professional 
development 
opportunities, 
students can form 
friendships and 
networks extending 
beyond the classroom. 

Freshmen are placed 
in small groups led by 
two upperclassmen 
mentors, providing 
guidance and 
encouragement 
throughout the year.

“The small-group model helps us 
promote a feeling of community 
within the organization,” said Peyton 
Moore, a junior animal science and 
agricultural economics double major 
and vice president of C.O.A.L.S. FX. 
“We split our members into groups of 
12 and place two mentors in charge of 
each group. These mentors coordinate 
events and activities like dinners, 
study sessions or sporting events. It’s a 
simple way to make the organization 
smaller and build deeper connections.”

For Rohe, those connections made 
all the difference in her transition to 
college life.

“Before college, I was deeply involved 
in agricultural organizations and 
showing cattle,” she said. “Starting 
completely over was difficult, but 
C.O.A.L.S. FX connected me with 
incredible individuals who are 
driven, passionate and supportive. 
The organization reminded me to be 
intentional with my time, goals  
and relationships.”

Intentionality is what makes this 
organization so impactful. By 
cultivating mentor relationships and 
community, the organization creates 
a supportive environment where 
freshmen can gain confidence in their  
futures. Whether it’s through 
networking events, rèsumè workshops 

FROMFROM  Freshman Freshman   
TOTO  Future LeaderFuture Leaderby Neeley Gooden ’26: De Leon, Texas

photos courtesy of C.O.A.L.S. FX

Chris Skaggs, Associate Vice Chancellor for Stakeholder 
Relations and Associate Dean for Student Development 
speaks with a student during the AGLS Career Fair.



Fa l l  2025  |   49

or volunteer projects, 
every activity is designed 
to strengthen personal and 
professional growth.

“Having a quality 
organization for the 
freshmen of our college 
allows them to be more 
successful after their 
freshman year,” Moore 
said. “It gives them a head 
start and lets them pursue 
opportunities they might 
not have been qualified  
for otherwise.”

Leadership is a key 
component of this group. 
The program emphasizes 
learning by doing — 
encouraging freshmen to 
engage in service projects, 
attend team-building events 
and work directly with 
industry professionals. 

Each mentor serves as a role model 
by guiding students through their 
first experiences of networking and 
leadership development.

“The mission of C.O.A.L.S. FX is 
to build leaders within the college 
through service, training and 
networking,” Moore said. “Our goal is 
for members to become leaders within 
other organizations and create a lasting 
legacy at Texas A&M.”

Moore said mentorship and leadership 
go hand in hand — and that is why the 
program puts such a strong emphasis 
on relationships.

“Mentorship is what makes a leader 
great,” he said. “Through C.O.A.L.S. 
FX, I’ve found my passion for helping 
others achieve their goals, and I hope 
to be a mentor for everyone I meet.”

The fall 2025 cohort is the largest 
in the program’s history, with 24 
additional freshmen added to 
meet growing interest. Leaders 
expanded programming to include 
more community involvement 
and collaborative events with 
C.O.A.L.S. Council, giving freshmen 
opportunities to serve and lead 
alongside upperclassmen.

“Over half of this year’s freshmen have 
already earned internships at the State 
Fair of Texas or Heart O’ Texas Fair 
and Rodeo,” Rohe said. “Many have 
also become active in service within 
the Bryan-College Station community. 
It’s been incredible to see how much 
they’ve already achieved.”

For many students, this experience 
extends well beyond their first year. 
Alumni of the program often serve in 
leadership roles in organizations like 
C.O.A.L.S. Council, the AGRILEADER 
magazine and departmental clubs, 
continuing the cycle of mentorship  
and community.

“I hope our members 
find their passion, 
their community and 
their strengths through 
C.O.A.L.S. FX,” Moore said. 
“Our purpose is to build 
leaders within the college, 
and our recent graduating 
classes are already doing 
just that.”

For Rohe, the lessons she 
has learned extends beyond 
academics or networking — 
they have shaped how she 
views her purpose at Texas 
A&M University.

“I want students to walk away from 
C.O.A.L.S. FX with more than just 
a strong line on their résumé,” she 
said. “I hope every member feels 
valued, confident in their abilities 
and connected to a family within the 
college.”

As the semester unfolded, the new 
Aggies of C.O.A.L.S. FX found their 
place, not just as students, but as 
leaders, mentors and members of the 
Aggie family. They discovered what it 
truly means to thrive at Texas A&M — 
ensuring that the Aggie Spirit continues 
to grow, one freshman at a time. 

C.O.A.L.S. Council members welcome  attendees to the AGLS Rise & Shine, an event designed to 
help students learn more about organizations throughout the college.  
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  AA Culture  Culture OFOF  
by Sydney Van Cleave ’27: Mineola, Texas

For students in the Texas A&M 
University College of Agriculture 
and Life Sciences, scholarships do 

more than ease financial burdens; they 
open doors for opportunity and plant 
seeds of gratitude. Each award plays a 
significant role in student success and 
is an integral part of students’ stories.  

At Texas A&M, the average cost of 
undergraduate tuition is around 
$14,000 a year. In the 2025-2026 
school year, the College of Agriculture 
and Life Sciences awarded $4.3 million 
in scholarships, based on academic 
achievement, leadership, financial need 
and specific areas of study.  

These scholarships ensure students 
from a variety of backgrounds, 
academic interests or career goals have 
access to financial support.  

Associate Dean for Student 
Development Chris Skaggs said the 
college has increased its award amount 
each year since 1992.  

“There are former students who 
recognize that they want to give  
back to Texas A&M,” Skaggs said.  
“It is a very tangible connection when 
they can help a student out. They will  
either meet the student at our Legacy 
and Leadership scholarship reception 
or receive a thank you letter from  
the student.”  

The increase of support opened 
the opportunity for the largest 
scholarship campaign in College 
of Agriculture and Life Sciences 
history in 2023, Dean’s Excellence 
Scholarship. This scholarship supports 
incoming freshmen throughout their 
undergraduate education.  

Students write letter to donors at the 2025 Thank-A-Donor Day. 
photos by Michael Miller, Texas A&M AgriLife

For the Scholarships Shaping the Aggie Experience
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By lessening student financial burdens, 
scholarships open doors for students  
to spend their time growing personally, 
professionally and relationally through 
student organizations and high- 
impact experiences.  

“I think these [scholarships] allow 
you the opportunity to be engaged on 
campus, whereas otherwise you’d be 
focused on a part-time job or finances 
to help you get through school,”  
Skaggs said.  

For many students, scholarships are 
more than a deposit in their student 
account. They are a reminder someone 
believes in their potential enough to 
invest in their future.  

“The Dean’s Excellence Scholarship 
represents a belief in my potential and 
the impact I hope to make,” said junior 
agricultural economics student Avery 
Fohn. “I strive to carry the values of 
leadership, integrity and service into 
every opportunity ahead of me.”  

In September 2025, the College of 
Agriculture and Life Sciences hosted 
Thank-a-Donor Day, which gathered 
1,413 students to write handwritten 

letters of appreciation to their donors. 
Throughout a two-day time frame, 
students stopped by the AgriLife Center 
between classes to say thank you.  

The College of Agriculture is growing 
the next generation of agricultural 

ThanksThanks  
photo courtesy of  Chris Swann, Texas A&M AgriLife

In the 2025-2026 school year, the College of Agriculture and  
Life Sciences awarded $4.3 million in scholarships. 

leaders, and a culture rooted in 
gratitude. Each award cultivates 
student success and inspires students 
to invest in others and carry forward a 
spirit of generosity, much like the one 
that impacted them.   
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Aggie owned and operated coffee and dirty soda trailer 
in Bryan! We are also available for events!

2723 Boonville Rd. Bryan, TX 77808

Located outside of College Station, 
Texas, Joyful Sips is a specialty 
coffee and dirty soda trailer 

founded by Amanda Avery, a 2023 
graduate of Texas A&M University.

After college, she worked a remote job 
for a company in Belgium, but soon 
realized the corporate world was not 
for her.

“Growing up, I always dreamed of 
owning something,” she said. “I liked 
the idea of making something mine 
because when it’s mine, I feel more 
passionate about it.”

With no prior experience in the coffee 
industry, Avery decided to start a 
trailer offering both coffee and soda. 
She opened her business in the parking 
lot of her in-law’s truck shop because it 
was affordable. This also allowed her to 
cater local events.

When naming her trailer, she thought 
about the two things important to her.

“I wanted a name that represented the 
joy sweet treats bring me and the joy 
we can have in Christ as His children!” 
she said.

Joyful Sips stands out from other coffee 
shops in town because it offers dirty 
sodas, which are soft drinks mixed 
with syrups or cream. 

Avery’s menu is inspired by her 
favorite drinks and memories.

“The 2010 [drink] represents my 
childhood and how my mom would 
pick me and my brother up and go to 
Dairy Queen to get a cherry limeade!” 
Avery said.

Running a business can be tiring, but 
she finds it fulfilling.

“It’s a better tired than a corporate job 
because I can see the results of my 
hard work every day!” she said.

In the future, Avery hopes to open a 
brick-and-mortar coffee shop.

“The idea of getting to decorate and 
develop the inside of a coffee shop is 
the ultimate dream!” she said.

Avery encourages others to pursue 
their passions.

“I can’t emphasize how worth it it is 
to do something you enjoy every day, 
even if that means a little less pay and 
a little more risk,” she said. “Hard work 
always pays off.” 

FROM AGGIE GRAD TO ENTREPRENEUR:
The Joyful Sips JourneyThe Joyful Sips Journey

by Abbey Murff ’26: Crosby, Texas

photo courtesy of Amanda Avery
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EXTREMEWyleneWylene
by Gretchen Wylie ’25: Fowlerville, Michigan

The hot summer sun beats down on 
the hazy afternoon, while dust curls 
into the otherwise clear sky from 

the dry ground of the round pen. A young, 
blonde cowgirl rides atop a stubborn 
horse, while a group looks on from just 
behind the metal paneling. Hanging off 
a panel, another blonde cowgirl shouts 
instructions to the rider and explains her 
process to the group.
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Growing up in Mesa, Arizona, Wylene 
Wilson spent her formative years on 
the back of countless horses. In 1985, 
her mother converted some of the 
greenhouses on the family property 
into a small horse boarding facility. 
Nothing fancy, but the passion and 
drive were there. After running an ad 
in the local paper and a year of hard 
work, the boarding facility had grown 
to an operation servicing more than 
100 horses. 

Wilson’s mother was a whiz with 
horses, giving lessons and hosting 
clinics at their facility. She passed on 
her knowledge of horsemanship skills 
to Wilson and her siblings. By the age 
of 8, Wilson was a state champion in 
various events.

“My mom always made it fun, but she 
also wanted us to have a lot of skill,” 
Wilson said. “At the time, I didn’t know 
that horses would really pave the way 
for me.”

Wilson always knew she loved horses, 
but she didn’t want to be like everyone 
else. She wanted to forge her own path 
and create a legacy of her own, apart 
from her mother’s. 

“I think that instilled within me a 
desire to really push 
all the way and get 
to the bottom of it,” 
she said. “I didn’t 
realize that was going 
to turn into a career 
of coaching and 
teaching others to do 
the same.”

Becoming ExtremeBecoming Extreme
A childhood spent 
watching her mother 
tame and train 
problem horses, 
while learning the 
importance of the 
bond between a 
horse and its rider, 
set her up for success 
with the animals 
themselves. But she 
still had much to 
learn in other areas.

Soon after high 
school, Wilson began 
riding with a group 
called the Cowgirls 

Historical Foundation. The group 
focused on promoting horsemanship 
and Western heritage; the cowgirls 
would dress in vintage Western wear 
and attend various events such as art 
auctions and rodeos. 

“I learned how to be poised, 
presentable and professional, and that 

changed my life,” she said. “They really 
helped me to kind of polish my rough 
edges. I came in hot to trot and ready 
to rock but didn’t have refinement.”

In 2006, she began competing in the 
Extreme Cowboy Racing circuit. 
Competition includes various 
obstacles, all aiming to test the horse 

and rider partnership, 
agility and speed. 

During a race where 
Wilson was riding a 
horse with only 15 
rides under its belt, 
they were running 
so fast that they blew 
by an entire obstacle. 
During the post-race 
interview, the race 
organizer described 
her as a speed bullet 
and coined the name 
Extreme Wylene. 

Mustangs in Need of Mustangs in Need of 
a Makeovera Makeover
From there, the 
nickname followed 
her into the mustang 
makeover scene. A 
competition where 
each competitor 
is assigned a wild 
mustang to tame, 
train and prepare the 
horse for adoption. 

Extreme Wylene puts her “maked-over” mustang to test with a reining sliding stop at 
the Mustang Million in Ft. Worth, Texas. photos courtesy of Wylene Wilson  

I TELL A LOT OF PEOPLE TO  
ride it out. 

IN LIFE, SOMETIMES YOU JUST HAVE 
TO RIDE IT OUT. EVEN WHEN IT FEELS 
LIKE YOU’RE on a bronc THAT’S 

RUNNING OFF WITH YOU, IT’LL 
EVENTUALLY SMOOTH OUT.”

– WYLENE WILSON

“
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Follow Wylene’s journey @wylene_wilson. Learn more about  
upcoming clinics at extremewylene.com. 

At her first Mustang Makeover 
competition, she had the opportunity 
to be featured in a Netflix 
documentary, released in 2011, called 
“Wild Horse, Wild Ride.” It showcased 
the 2009 Extreme Mustang Makeover 
Challenge and followed the 100 
contestants through their journey in 
the competition. 

“I walked in there thinking I was in 
third place, so it was a complete shock 
to me that I won,” Wilson said. “I think 
that’s what made it that much more 
heartfelt is that I wasn’t there to try to 
win. I genuinely rode from my heart, 
and it showed.”

This was her first time in the contest, 
her first win and the first time a 
woman had ever won. Since entering 
the mustang makeover world, Wilson 
has competed in 15 competitions 
— taking the top seat in three and 
finishing as a top finalist in the rest. 

A Call To CoachingA Call To Coaching
Having watched and helped her 
mother train horses and coach their 
riders into more polished versions of 
themselves for years, Wilson was no 
stranger to the world of coaching. She 
began hosting her own clinics in her 
early 20s and taught colt training boot 
camps while racing in the Extreme 
Cowboy Race circuit. 

“When I was 18, my mom asked me if 
I was going to coach and teach like she 
does,” she said. “And I was like, ‘No, I 
don’t want to be anything like you!’ She 
still brings that up to this day.”

By taking her own path and coaching 
in her own way, Wilson has created 
a name and legacy for herself. After 
‘Wild Horse, Wild Ride’ was released, 
her coaching career took off. She had 
built a reputation as an expert horse 
trainer and a well-rounded horseman. 

“I find myself always asking how I can 
understand the horse’s language more 
than my own, and how to adapt and 
read the animal better,” she said. “I 
love that about horses, because horses 
will reflect what you know; they are 
like a mirror.”

Wilson said the beauty in coaching is 
teaching what you know and watching 
the student absorb the knowledge and 
morph it into their own skills.

“I teach everything I know,” Wilson 
said. “I hope to make somebody  
even better than I am. That’s always  
the goal.”

Looking AheadLooking Ahead
Gearing up for the future, Wilson 
plans to continue creating epic 
educational experiences for those who 
spend time with her. Her students walk 
away elevated, educated, uplifted and 
ready to get it done. 

“I tell a lot of people to ride it out,” 
Wilson said. “In life, sometimes you 
just have to ride it out. Even when 
it feels like you’re on a bronc that’s 
running off with you, it’ll eventually 
smooth out.”

Since the future is never set in stone, 
she is ready to go with the flow of life. 
She still plans to host clinics, mustang 
mentorship classes and curriculum-
based deep submersion experiences. 
After a 10-year break from competing 
in Mustang Makeovers, Wilson is 
throwing her hat back into the arena 
in 2026.

“I have an ability to sprinkle fairy 
dust on you and take you to a place 
you never knew existed,” Wilson said. 
“My gift is to remind you that you 
know how to fly. The horses show up 
to honor you because you believe that 
you deserve to do it again.” 
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