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Introduction
Agriculture touches the lives of people every day, and some do not even realize it. The average American has little to no knowledge of where our food comes from, taking agriculture for granted (Glassman, Elliot, & Knight, 2006). This lack of knowledge can be partially blamed due to an increase in population and the move from rural communities to urban communities (Reidel, Wilson, Flowers, & Moore, 2007). Due to this lack of knowledge of agriculture, elementary school children see agriculture as a stereotype – a farmer, a cow, a tractor (Blackburn, 1999).  As society drifts further away from the farm, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) realized that there was a need to educate people and youth about agriculture. As early as 1981, the USDA marked the start of the Ag in the Classroom program (National Research Council, [NRC] 1988). The program was developed with the overall intent to teach youth about the importance and overall function that agriculture has in today’s society (Farm Bureau Federation, 1983). The quality of how agriculture education is presented to the students greatly influences the student’s attitude for learning the material (Okiror, Matsiko, & Oonyu, 2011).  This study sought to add to the body of knowledge related to agricultural education for youth and agricultural literacy through the evaluation of the “AgVenture” program.  “AgVenture” is an educational exhibition that provides hands-on, agricultural activities for youth at the [city] Livestock Show and Rodeo.
Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study was built upon the need for agricultural literacy and the role that experiential learning can play in addressing that need.  Several studies (Nordstorm, Wilson, Kelsey, Maretzki, & Pitts, 2000; Okiror, Matsiko, & Oonyu, 2011; Ricketts & Place, 2005; Trexler, 1997) have measured the knowledge and perceptions of youth regarding agriculture and how the quality of instruction affects how much the student learns. Nordstorm, Wilson, Kelsey, Maretzki, and Pitts (2000) used focus groups to interview students about agriculture educational material and found that if the purpose is to increase agricultural literacy, it is important to target youth especially elementary age students.  Meunier, Talbert, and Latour (2003) found that “fourth grade students are receptive to learning about agricultural careers” (p. 31) and found that the use of agriculture-related educational materials in the classroom resulted in an increase in the students’ knowledge of agriculture and its related careers. Boleman and Burrell (2003) reported that experiential, hands-on learning in an Agricultural Field Day increased fourth-graders’ agricultural knowledge. However, the lack of agricultural literacy by the broad population continues to illustrate the need for mechanisms to improve agricultural literacy. 
Methodology

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of the “AgVenture” program. Knowledge and perceptions of agriculture among students were measured using a pre- and post-test design following a similar format used by Boleman and Burrell (2003). All elementary school sites registered for the school tours to attend the program were contacted as to their willingness to participate. Students between the ages of nine to thirteen and in the fourth grade were asked to participate. Institutional review board approval was received and proper protocol was followed regarding obtainment of parent permission to participate. 
Results/Findings

A total of 41 fourth grade students completed the study. There were 9 males (22%) and 32 females (78%) between the ages of nine to eleven. Students reported being African-American (46.3%) and Hispanic (31.7%), predominately. A majority (87.8%) of the students reported earning As/Bs in school, with 13.2% reporting earning Cs or below. Only 31.7% stated that they had never had any agricultural experience prior to attending the “AgVenture” program; remaining students (68.3%) reported some form of prior agricultural encounter. Overall, students scored significantly higher on the agricultural knowledge post-test than the pre-test. Females gained significantly higher scores than males and African-Americans gained significantly higher scores than non-African-Americans. Student perceptions were also impacted by the activity.  Students reported a more positive perception of agriculture after the experience but did not report a higher interest in working in agriculture. Table 1 provides a summary of responses to selected perception statements regarding agriculture.
Table 1. Summary of responses to agricultural perception statements by respondents (N= 41).
	
	Pre
	Post

	Perception Statement
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	No

	
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f
	%
	f

	Agriculture impacts me daily.
	34.1%
	14
	36.6%
	15
	61.0%
	25
	12.2%
	5

	Agriculture is important to my community.
	46.3%
	19
	17.1%
	7
	73.2%
	30
	12.2%
	5

	I would like to learn more about agriculture.
	95.1%
	39
	4.9%
	2
	90.2%
	37
	4.9%
	2

	I would like to work in agriculture.
	51.2%
	21
	26.8%
	11
	43.9%
	18
	26.8%
	11

	When I hear the word Agriculture – I see it as a positive.
	56.1%
	23
	14.6%
	6
	70.7%
	29
	12.2%
	5

	I have observed agriculture in action.
	61.0%
	25
	17.1%
	7
	75.6%
	31
	12.2%
	5


Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations

Based on findings, it was concluded that the “AgVenture” program had a positive impact on the knowledge of the students regarding agriculture.  It was also concluded that the students gained an understanding of what agriculture encompasses based on their response to the perception statements.  For this population, females and African-Americans appeared to benefit more academically from the experience. However, it was concluded that almost all students were impacted, in a positive manner, in regard to their perceptions of agriculture.  Findings revealed that the need continues for agricultural programs to inform youth about agriculture. One cannot assume that society today has adequate knowledge to make policy and decisions that impact the agricultural industry. Significant funds and time are expended to implement programs and it is important to investigate efficient ways to educate youth about agriculture.  It is recommended that future educational intervention material for fourth grade students include hands-on activities designed to increase knowledge of basic agriculture-related concepts. Programs, such as the one evaluated by this research, have the potential to impact agricultural literacy by allowing students to explore the complexity of agriculture and how it impacts their everyday life. 
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