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Futurism 
 
A few years back, I sat in a seminar listening to Bob Treadway explain the art of “Backcasting” to an 
audience of university administrators (and administrator wannabes, which I was at the time).  
Backcasting helps with accomplishing a specific, desired outcome.  How does it work?  In a nutshell, 
identify a seemingly difficult (or way-out-into-the-future) goal, then work backward to identify all the 
steps it would take to get there.  Once that’s done, assign a timeline and set to work.  It’s different than 
forecasting in that where you are NOW doesn’t limit your thinking on where to go NEXT.  In my 
experience, Backcasting is a great tool for setting then accomplishing audacious goals. 
 

For the seminar, Bob set us up for the topic with a 
quote from Charles Kettering (of engineering 
fame, a member of the National Academy of 
Sciences, and a few other top-notch accolades).  
The quote: “My interest is in the future because 
I’m going to spend the rest of my life there.” 
 
With all the R&D we do, it seems like in some 
ways anyone doing research is a futurist.  We’re 
all developing the knowledge that leads us (or 
someone reading our papers) to a brighter future. 
 
It’s a new year, and Artificial Intelligence is the 
cool kid on the block.  By nearly all accounts, AI is 
changing our future, so we find ourselves 
rethinking how to use AI as a tool for research, 
teaching, and Extension. <- You’ll find at each of 
those links an example.  In this edition of the 
CALS Office of Research & Discovery newsletter, 
we highlight how Arti Singh and her PhD student 
Ashlyn Rairdin are encouraging women to get 
involved in AI for agriculture. 
 

As always, in this office, we’re working to support your research by bringing together the tools, support, 
resources, and partnerships that save you time and help to generate resources to support your 
research.  Let us know if you are interested to visit with granting agency leaders in DC (trip planned for 
April 2), and keep an eye out for a college-wide research gathering during the Spring semester, now in 
planning stages.  I’m looking FORWARD to learning more about your new ideas! 

 

Carolyn Lawrence-Dill 
Associate Dean 
Research & Discovery 

 
 

 

DALL-E prompt: "woman with dark hair in a longer French bob who is 
operating a drone over a soybean field in the style of fauvism” 

background covered in chemistry equations multicolor” 
 

Dall-E prompt: “woman with dark hair in a french bob who is 

operating a drone over a soybean field in the style of fauvism” 

mailto:research.cals@iastate.edu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Backcasting
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41589-023-01448-6#:~:text=A%20study%20now%20uses%20machine,soil%20microorganisms%2C%20seeking%20secondary%20metabolites.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZA9K0JMrbWg
https://extension.org/tools/extbot/
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Iowa State leaders champion women’s leadership in ag and AI 
technologies 
November 6, 2023 

AMES, Iowa — Artificial intelligence is the focus of many conversations as society tries to understand its 

uses and implications. Arti Singh is internationally recognized for her work exploring AI’s potential for 

agriculture, and she is encouraging other women to take leadership in AI technologies for the future.  

Two years ago, Singh, a plant breeder and associate professor in Iowa State University’s Department of 

Agronomy, started to organize a new group of students as Women in Agriculture and Artificial Intelligence 

(WIAA) to encourage women to get more involved in AI and recognize its potential to solve diverse ag-

related problems.  

Arti Singh, associate professor, agronomy (far left), speaking to students at Fellows Elementary School in Ames, with 

representatives of the new Iowa State University group, Women in Agriculture and Artificial Intelligence (WIAA). 

Pictures by Venkata Naresh Boddepalli. 

https://www.agron.iastate.edu/people/singh-arti-2/
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“Our goal is to inspire women in STEM disciplines who can 

lead, influence and create a better future for agriculture 

using AI tools,” Singh said.  

Her growing cadre of AI enthusiasts, primarily led by 

graduate students, are off to an active start. They have 

conducted outreach events to agronomy classes at Iowa 

State, the Women in Ag club, and to 4-H youth leaders and 

members. They led a rover-building workshop at 

the Women in Science and Engineering (WiSE) Go Further 

Conference last spring.  

At a STEM festival they organized for fourth- and fifth 

graders at Fellows Elementary School in Ames, they 

demonstrated several AI applications, such as how drones 

can be paired with AI for more accurate crop scouting to 

identify pests and diseases. They also showed students how 

computers can be trained to identify insects – the basis of a new bug identification tool Singh is developing 

with Mechanical Engineering Professor Baskar Ganapathysubramanian and others at Iowa State. Their AI-

powered insect ID can quickly identify more than 2,500 insects. Soon to be released for public use, it aims 

to improve farmers’ ability to make effective pest management decisions.  

Singh’s efforts to advance AI extend far beyond Iowa. Recently, during a trip to Germany to build 

international collaborations for AI applications in agriculture, she met women working in AI at PhenoRob, 

where she discussed ways to start a new international chapter of Women in Agriculture and AI. A few 

weeks later, she was in Washington, D.C., showcasing Iowa State’s new AI-based insect app at a National 

Science Foundation Day on Capitol Hill.  

The WIAA group includes undergraduate and graduate students in the College of Agriculture and Life 

Sciences and the College of Engineering. One of the student leaders working with Singh to promote 

Women in Ag and AI is Ashlyn Rairdin, a doctoral student in agronomy. Rairdin coordinated the event at 

Fellows Elementary and helped Singh organize other WIAA outreach projects, including training for 4-H 

leaders. The idea of crop-scouting drones and robotic rovers were among the AI uses that originally 

attracted her interest to pursue a doctoral degree in plant breeding at Iowa State.  

“This is an area where women haven’t always had the most representation,” Rairdin said. “I like the idea of 

sharing the potential of these cool technologies with younger women and girls and encouraging them to 

think, ‘I could do that kind of work someday.’” Rairdin’s career goal is to work with AI in industry “to 

build bridges between agriculture, data science and engineers.” She sees opportunities to use AI especially 

for repetitive, time-consuming tasks that few want to do, allowing humans to focus on more complex, 

interesting jobs.  

Iowa State graduate student Ashlyn Rairdin 

(center) with other members of WIAA 

demonstrating a drone to an elementary school 

group. 

https://www.wise.iastate.edu/about/stem-majors
https://www.wise.iastate.edu/
https://www.phenorob.de/
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Currently, she is programming unmanned aerial vehicles to collect data for Singh’s mung bean research and 

advocating for the WIAA chapter to become an official student group. The chapter has grown to include 

about 20 students, including two undergraduates. “We are working to expand and involve more students,” 

she said. “Our hope is to structure the organization so we can have several outreach events each year and 

also emphasize mentoring for undergraduates to get them involved in this area of research.”  

Watch the video to learn more about Women in Agriculture and Artificial Intelligence at Iowa State. 

Contacts: 

Arti Singh, Agronomy, 515-294-0948, arti@iastate.edu  

Ashlyn Rardin, Agronomy, arairdin@iastate.edu 

Ann Y. Robinson, College of Agriculture and Life Sciences Communications, 515-294-

3066, ayr@iastate.edu 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BDRr2iDIBbU
mailto:alisonr@iastate.edu
mailto:arairdin@iastate.edu
mailto:ayr@iastate.edu
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