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Semiotic analysis of agriscience educators and agricultural teacher candidates’ perceptions of global competency gains during an immersion experience
Introduction
School-based agricultural education can play a key role in “globalizing” the next generation of agriculture professionals. For decades the agricultural education profession has discussed and conducted research on the topic of internationalizing or globalizing the secondary school agricultural education programs (Ibezim & McCracken, 1994; Harbstreit & Weldon, 1992; Peuse & Swanson, 1981). Increasing the global competency of teachers and teacher candidates should bring topics related to global agriculture into the classroom, increase opportunities for global engagement, and develop empathy for students from varied backgrounds (Foster, Rice, Foster & Barrick, 2014).
Theoretical Foundation
Mezirow’s transformational learning theory which is the “process of exploring, assessing, and working to change limiting frames of reference and habits of mind” served as the theoretical foundation for the study (Mezirow, 2000). Transformative learning is focused on the kind of learning that facilitates a deeper reflection and critical consciousness in an individual. Mezirow’s (1991) theory is about how adults make meaning from and interpret their experiences. He defined a perspective transformation as:
The process of becoming critically aware of how and why our assumptions have come to constrain the way we perceive, understand, and feel about our world; changing these structures of habitual expectation to make possible a more inclusive, discriminating, and integrative perspective; and finally, making choices or otherwise acting upon these new understandings (p. 167).
Methods
The purpose of the descriptive study is to explore the effect of an immersion experience on perceptions of knowledge, skills and dispositions gained by participants through semiotic analysis of photographs submitted by participants. The research objective that guided the study was to identify participant perceptions of knowledge, skills, and dispositions related to global competency were acquired through an immersion experience. The population in this study included 15 students enrolled in a class consisting of seven agricultural education majors enrolled at a University and eight current agricultural education teachers from various locations. Participants were expected to attend ten class sessions prior to the trip in preparation for a one month abroad experience in the Republic of Korea from June 14 - July 12, 2014. Students submitted three pictures each at the end of the trip while still in Korea accompanied by 3-5 word descriptors per photograph. Each participant submitted a picture representing knowledge gained, another picture for a skill gained, and a photo for a disposition gained. A focus group was conducted so participants could share and discuss the knowledge, skills, and dispositions they gained during the abroad experience. An audio recording was used to capture the discussion and later transcribed for data analysis.
Findings
The qualitative data retrieved during this study is taken directly from participants’ focus group discussion. Fifteen participants identified three themes for knowledge, six themes for skills, and five themes for dispositions. Participants continuously stressed the importance of the experience to develop their global competency that simply learning would not suffice. Eight of the fifteen participants discussed knowledge gained relating to agricultural production differences between Korea and the US. Five of the participants used facts about Korea’s education system to share knowledge they acquired on this experience during the focus group and the last participant shared knowledge related to Seoul’s transportation system. There were six major themes that occurred regarding photographs depicting skills by the fifteen participants. Seven participants submitted photographs related to learning the Korean language, three submissions involved communication, two submissions related to collaboration, and the last three participants had photographs related to agricultural production, skills involving use of chopsticks, and coaching students. Eight of the fifteen participants submitted photographs and expressed their opinions on their dispositions regarding other cultures. Participants were subjected to cultural knowledge prior to the experience, but the cultural immersion allowed participants to experience the culture and recognize the validity of prior knowledge.
Conclusions

Participants in this study showed evidence of developing global competency through self-identified knowledge, skills, and dispositions as evidenced by selected photographs. Purposeful and critical reflection (Dewey, 1933; Montrose, 2002) on the transformative learning experience (Mezirow, 2000) experience allows for a “meaningful understanding of other cultures as well as one’s place in an interconnected world” (Cushner, 2007, p. 37).  An additional conclusion from the focus group findings is that while some knowledge can be obtained from globalizing or internationalizing curriculum delivered on home campuses, there is a certain level of knowledge that can only be obtained from full immersion. Participants can learn in any location, but the experience allows learners to delve deeper into the topic providing more information than what might be potentially sought out or found as individuals. Semiotic analyses assisted in determine the depiction of global competency by agricultural educators. Photograph submissions by participants depicted their development of global competency in their experiences in Korea assisting in fulfilling the priorities of the National Research Agenda for “Meaningful Engaged Learning (Doerfort, 2011), thus assisting the United States in achieving its goals of successfully preparing student to engage in global challenges providing for a strong global economy (USDE, 2012).

Recommendations
For future research, faculty perspective of participant development and host country partners’ perspectives of the experience could provide interesting insights as this study exclusively utilized a population of students. Future research should also be conducted to attempt a cost benefit analysis of global competency gains between immersion experience and on-campus internalization of course work, specifically analysis of the greatest gains at the most efficient investment of fiscal resources for three different populations: secondary students, post-secondary students, and in-service agriscience educators. Finally, it is recommended that the semiotic analysis method potentially be utilized as a method to explore other issues in school-based agricultural education, from transformative learning experiences like student teaching internships to perceptions of what school-based agricultural education is from key stakeholder groups like administrations, fellow teachers, agriscience educators, students and community members.
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