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Pictures that speak a thousand words: The use of photo journaling as a reflection tool in agricultural leadership programs

Introduction/Need for Innovation
Photos can stimulate reflection by allowing a person’s past experiences and beliefs to emerge as a conscious expression (Bessell, Deese & Medina, 2007; Harper, 2002). White, Sasser, Borgren and Morgan (2009) state that photographs can facilitate the expression of feelings, values, memories, aspirations, and ideas. Individuals can easily engage into the conversation in explaining and commenting on their pictorial representations (Osmond & Darlington, 2005). Photographs can symbolize different meanings to different people, and a person’s viewpoint can project a new story on the photograph to describe personal experiences (Bessell et al., 2007). Program facilitators can use photo journaling activities to stimulate reflection, discover program outcomes and impacts, and compile results of a program experience. Photo journaling encourages reflection which is based in experiential learning into a program (White et al., 2009).

In agricultural leadership programs, adult leaders are challenged with issues facing their industries and the opportunity to prepare themselves for industry and community leadership roles (Diem & Nikola, 2005). Programs have been established to increase understanding of the economic, political, and social issues confronting the agriculture and rural society (Miller, 1976). To fulfill this purpose, these programs which have been established in 39 states, provinces and countries around the world (Lindquist, 2010), use a variety of teaching methods (Strickland & Carter, 2007) for adults committed to improving themselves, the industries they serve, and their communities (Diem & Nikola, 2005). Roberts’s (2006) experiential learning model provides agricultural leadership programs with model for the facilitation of leadership training that can be applied to various learning environments (Strickland, 2010).

Experiential learning suggests that learners construct meaning from their experiences (Roberts, 2006).  Roberts’ model of experiential learning begins with a focus on the learner and the initial experience. Following the initial experience, the learner engages in the reflective process, which is based on their observations of the experience. During this stage, information is transformed through intention, which allows the learner to internalize the experience. This reflection process allows the learner to make generalizations, which can then be tested through experimentation. 

Integrating reflection in leadership development programs allows individuals the opportunity to evaluate the significant outcomes of their experiences and gain an understanding of how to perceive and interpret their observations (Densten & Gray, 2001). Reflection can also provide potential leaders “insights into how to frame problems differently, to look at situations from multiple perspectives or to better understand followers” (p. 120). During reflection, facilitators can assist participants “to articulate and appraise personal and professional images that are embedded with assumptions” (Osmond & Darlington, 2005, pp. 7-8).

How it Works
Photo journaling is designed to guide agricultural leadership program directors in the creation or adaption of reflective activities for their programs. To implement the activity, program directors should follow the three steps of preparing participants, providing a venue for participants to take photos of an experience, and analyze the photo journals. In preparation for a seminar, participants of agricultural leadership programs are given instructions to photo journal during the upcoming seminar and submit a photo along with a written description of the photo, their experience and the reflection the photo evokes. The instructions also include a description of photo journaling and questions to stir reflection. Participants are then asked to submit their photo journal which includes the photograph and written description to the program director within a week after the experience. The written description and photo can be provided as a hard copy or in digital form.  Journals on the photos were analyzed by using a process outlined by Glaser (1965).

Results to Date
Recently, an agricultural leadership program in a southern state piloted the photo journaling exercise during a 10-day national seminar. Prior to the seminar, participants were assigned to prepare a photo journal to submit to the program to be analyzed. During the seminar, individuals took photos of their experiences with the use of cameras. Once they selected a photo, they were asked to write up a reflection. Following the trip, the photo journals were submitted by email.

Future Plans/ Advice to Others
Future plans include implementing this activity during travel seminars within the agricultural leadership program in the southern state. As opposed to having participants turn in their reflections after the trip, they will be given time and asked to complete it while traveling. This provides opportunity for them to journal while the reflection of the experience is not too far removed from their minds. Participants will need access to cameras and computers while traveling, and time should be allotted during the seminar to complete the exercise.

As reflection is a part of experiential learning which provides the framework for agricultural leadership programs, program directors should not only implement this photo journaling as an activity, but also be able to relate it to the objectives within agricultural leadership programs. Objectives from the leadership program in the southern state related to reflection can include the analysis of complex issues facing the class member within agriculture and natural resources and the application of interpersonal skills to develop a better understanding of others ([Leadership Program], 2011). 

To capture what adult leaders are learning within agricultural leadership programs, directors and staff will have to go beyond gathering the photo journals and analyzing them for themes of reflection that are drawn out. Photos can then be analyzed by using the constant comparative method of analysis proposed by Glaser (1965). 

Cost/Resources
Program administration need to dedicate time within the program to obtaining an understanding of photo journaling and photo journaling activities. Class participants would need the opportunity to take photos and have the time for self-reflection on their chosen image. Participants would have to be receptive to the idea of reflection in order to receive the benefit of learning from the reflection exercise. If photo journals are submitted electronically participants will need access to a camera, computer, and internet connection.
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