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New Technology Meets Traditional Home Visits: 
Using Instagram to Engage Secondary Agricultural Science Students
Introduction / Need for Innovation
“Being an effective agriculture teacher goes beyond classroom teaching” (Robinson & Haynes, 2011, p.47 ). Agriculture teachers are expected to be educators, FFA advisors, livestock supervisors, career development event coaches, and supervised agricultural experience project supervisors.  Finding new ways to encourage and promote student success is crucial to the continued success of a program. One of the goals of the National Research Agenda (Priority Area 2) is to increase the use of new technologies and social networking skills for communication to selected target audiences (Doerfert, 2011, p.17).  In order for agriculture education teachers to adapt to an ever-changing educational environment, they must possess the skills necessary to integrate technology into their classrooms (Williams, Warner, Flowers, & Croom, 2014). This innovative project uses current social media trends combined with the traditional concept of a home visit. 
How it Works / Methodology
At the beginning of the school year, parents are sent home a letter explaining the purpose of a home visit and they are also informed about it at Back to School night. Students work with the teacher to arrange a time and date for the home visit to occur. The teacher will come to the student’s home or desired location. The student, parent(s), and teacher discuss information such as the class he/she is enrolled in, interests, hobbies, sports, siblings, class organization, contact information, possible SAE projects, FFA interests, and more. This initial home visit serves as the foundation for the student’s involvement in the classroom, with their SAE project, and with FFA. The practice of making home visits enables teachers to build personal relationships with students (Robinson & Haynes, 2011). During the visit, a unique photo is taken with the teacher and the student; often times the picture is taken with something fun from their house (e.g., pet or specific place). The parent takes the photo and is informed that this is for the teacher’s home visit Instagram post highlighting their son/daughter. If they have any issues with their child’s photo being posted on social media, the picture is not taken. No parent has expressed disapproval of this process to date. 
Immediately following the home visit, the creative Instagram photo is posted and student bio written so that information about the student is recorded promptly, alleviating the need for additional paperwork at school. The post will include creative Emoji’s which are “picture letter characters” used to provide creative fun to numerous social media outlets such as Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, Tinder, Google handouts, WhatsApp, and much more (Apple Inc., 2015).  These small characters are extremely popular in the age groups spanning junior high to high school. The post will also include hashtags to any significant areas of involvement such as #saeprojects or career development event teams like #noviceparlipro. The student’s personal Instagram account is tagged if they have one and if their parents want to see the post a screenshot of the post can be texted or emailed to the student. Each home visit is numbered to keep track of the order and given the hashtag #[Area]HomeVisits to promote the home visit with the community and to highlight information about that student in a supportive, inventive way. 
According to Instagram statistics, there was an 85% increase in its usage among teens ages 16-19 in 2013 and currently 51% of the class of 2014 uses Instagram daily (Ramblings, 2015). Using the #[Area]HomeVisits keeps a record of all the students for future recruitment and retention strategies. This one photo with their teacher posted on social media is powerful. Friends, peers, parents, and community members see this as a commitment from the teacher to the student. Instagram posts also serve as record keeping documentation for each student. It is a modern day student data sheet that draws students to involvement using a student’s preferred communication technology. The teenagers in this millennial generation are tech-savvy, community-minded individuals who prefer to communicate via text messaging, blogging, Facebook, and other more social types of media (Bowen, Stephans, Childers, Avery, & Stripling, 2013).  
Results to Date / Implications 
“Technology has the potential to improve education but only if it is applied with purpose and consideration of the audience” (Murphrey, Rutherford, Doerfert, Edgar, & Edgar, 2012, p. 56). Since August 2014, 70 freshmen home visits been conducted and documented via the Instagram post hashtag method.  All of these students have a current Supervised Agriculture Experience project and are active in the FFA chapter’s activities. Eighty percent of the students who received a home visit have participated in at least one public speaking contest and 40% joined Career Development Event teams. All have indicated future participation in agriculture courses. 
This innovation serves as a direct way to “improve student engagement and learning, and increase our academic discipline's knowledge of approaches that influence the practice of technology diffusion” (Bumguardner, Strong, Murphrey, & Dooley, 2014, p. 32).  Since September 2014, the teacher’s Instagram account has received over 125 new followers including parents, students, community members, FFA officers, and other agriculture teachers. Home visit posts have become an ‘exciting’ highlight for each student and many people in the community are thankful to learn about key components to agricultural education via the student’s interests. These posts help promote public support of “agriculturally literate people making personally informed decisions about agriculture related topics” (Doerfert, 2011, pg. 12). 
Future Plans
The 2015-2016 school year registration process takes place each March. The Instagram posts will be used as a recruitment strategy along with a post card reminder mailed directly home to parents. The post card will have suggestions for courses based on the information gained at the home visit and posted to the instagram account. The posts will also be uploaded to the chapter website as class records for these students as they progress through the FFA program.  
Costs / Resources Needed
The use of Instagram is free. A district vehicle with gas card was provided for transportation to homes when necessary. The school district gas card was made available when using a personal vehicle. Photographs of the Instagram posts were used to make a #[Area]HomeVisits bulletin board for our department. The cost of printing was under $10.
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