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Promoting Agri-Science Literacy 
Through A State Fair Learning Scavenger Hunt 

	Introduction

Communicating the science behind agriculture and its importance is essential for developing a factually based view of agriculture; however, the challenge lies in using an appropriate educational outlet.  The National Research Council Committee on Learning Science in Informal Environments (2009) states that “Designed spaces…can support science learning. Rich with real-world phenomena, these are the places where people can pursue and develop science interests, engage in science inquiry and reflect” (p. 293). One example of this is The Wonder Trail (TWT), an agricultural science exploration program at the [State] State Fair ([S]SF). With an audience of nearly one million visitors annually, with the majority of them being families, the [S]SF provides an ideal event to facilitate an agricultural education experience ([State] State Fair, 2011). The [S]SF is an experiential educational event, designed to promote agriculture and science education in a family-friendly environment. 
In children’s informal encounters with science, parents play an important role in scaffolding and creating a meaningful learning experience (Crowley et al., 2001), thus incorporating adults into the program is essential.  The agricultural and science experience  needs to be structured in a way that encourages family conversation and exploration as they discover and take part in learning together. TWT is grounded on the principles of experiential learning, placing emphasis on participants’ individual encounters and encouraging interaction with the environment (Kolb, 1984; Lewis & Williams, 1994).  Finally, the incorporation of supplemental project-based activities to be completed after the Fair experience seeks to promote a deeper understanding of the science in agriculture.

How It Works

TWT demonstrates a unique aspect of individual exploration and family learning. Designed to encourage interaction and conversational investigation on the topics of science and agriculture with youth and their families, two important components were developed. The first component is the scavenger hunt taking place at the [S]SF. To participate, children acquire a Wonder Trail Map from various locations around the fairgrounds and with the help of an adult, begin a self-guided quest. The map lists a variety of places to visit around the fairgrounds, with each stop, having an educational display, referred to as a kiosk. These kiosks share educational information related to agricultural objectives and promote participants to interact with the exhibits located around the kiosk. At each kiosk, there is a question and answer related to the objectives. This answer must then be recorded on the space provided on the map. Upon visiting a certain percentage of the stops and recording the correct answer, participants are rewarded with a small prize. While the prize has small monetary value, its purpose is to motivate trail completion. 
The second component is the online curriculum. Designed to promote further literacy, learning and discovery, the lessons utilize a project-based model of agricultural and scientific themes (Mabie & Baker, 1996). Aimed for implementation after the fair or as a stand-alone curriculum for a classroom, the learning objectives of the lessons correspond with topics located at each kiosk and stimulates participants to explore ideas beyond the information learned at the [S]SF. Focused on a central learning activity, there are also discussion questions to help participants reflect on their learning, as well as additional projects that are more challenging in nature. The more advanced activities are designed to appeal to older youth or as a continuation of learning for children that enjoyed the first section. The activities, questions and information are intended to promote discovery, leading to a well-developed understanding of agriculture, science, their purposes and importance.

Results to Date

In 2011, over 20,000 youth and their families were exposed to agriculture in a scientific context through displays on the [State] State Fairgrounds and the online modules of TWT. Summer staff of the [S]SF observed participants interacting with the display and surrounding exhibits and reported that participants described TWT experience as a positive encounter with agriculture. Observations of the youth and their families as they interacted with TWT, by the [S]SF summer staff indicated that there was extensive dialogue between adults and children as they worked together to answer the questions and examine the display. This family learning experience not only impacted children, but provided an educational experience for the older youth and adults alike, while promoting an understanding of modern agriculture. 

Future Plans

	Making TWT relevant and appealing will be important in helping to maintain its effectiveness. Future plans include the use of Quick Response (QR) codes to connect the participants, via their smart phones, to the online modules. Allowing the immediate access to the learning activities is expected to increase the use of the educational materials after the Fair experience. Also planned is the matching of educational materials with [State] Academic Standards. Connecting the activities with state learning standards assists educators in aligning TWT activities with their selected lessons, and increases the likelihood of class field trips to the Fair. Finally, increased promotion of TWT is needed; plans include encouraging families to participate by use of technology, such as microblogging (e.g., Twitter), online parent forums and other blogs. 

Costs Associated with Developing The Wonder Trail

The costs and resources associated with developing The Wonder Trail are:
· Personnel costs for curriculum development, including exhibit displays.
· Costs of creating and maintaining kiosks.
· Costs of lanyards, maps and prizes for the participants.
· Costs of advertising and promotion of TWT.
· Costs of website design and maintenance of the online curriculum.
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