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A Case Study of the Home Visit:  The Power of Personal Connection

Introduction and Need for Research

For the purpose of this poster abstract, a home visit is the process by which the teacher schedules a time to visit with the student and their parents at the student’s home during freshmen year to discuss the agricultural education program. Components of a home visit include discovering the individual student’s agricultural interest, clearly defining FFA and SAE, and gathering general information about the student to facilitate their overall success. As early as 1980, home visits were reported to be on the decline (Miller, 1980). However, literature continues to point to the impact these visits can have on student success. The practice of making home visits enables teachers to build personal relationships with students (Robinson & Haynes, 2011) and these visits were specifically recommended by Vincent and Kirby (2015) as a means of encouraging culturally relevant pedagogy. While research has indicated that building relationships is critical to enhancing student engagement (Bird, Martin, Tummons, & Ball,2013); research also reveals that agricultural teachers find it difficult to balance work and personal life due to the demands of the position (Clark, Kelsey, & Brown, 2014). Thus, there is a need to document the impact of home visits in order to add to the body of research that justifies the time spent on these efforts.

Theoretical Framework

Attachment theory (Bretherton, 1992) was used to frame the case study.  While attachment theory was first expressed in the 1930s in an effort to describe parental involvement and connection with children, it has more recently evolved to address broader societal situations. Attachment theory is used to explain the impact that an agricultural science teacher can have on a student early in their high school career and in the program. The process of doing a home visit with the student creates familial security and forms a basis from which the individual can form new skills and interests in other fields (Bretherton, 1992). 

Methodology

Qualitative methods were used.  Specifically, case study methods (Yin, 2012) were employed to capture the true essence of the home visit and the impact resulting from each case.  A total of 650 home visits have been conducted since 2004 by one agriculture teacher and another 150 were made by student teachers and the other agriculture teacher in the same program. As a result of these visits, all visited students had some level of involvement in the program. Of those individuals, three individual cases were selected as unique examples of the impact of the home visit itself and can serve as an example for others. These cases were selected for documentation based on the following criteria: grade level, sibling involvement, and observed impact. The case study is a result of self-reflection and analysis of personal notes recorded by the researcher. 

Results

Case No. 1 
In 2004, a home visit was completed with a female freshmen student who was quiet and did not express interest in the FFA. After her home visit, she surprisingly took on the challenge of memorizing the FFA Creed in one weekend. From there forward she participated in numerous career development event teams (CDE) and held several FFA offices. She attended Harvard and completed an internship with the United States Department of Agriculture. Currently, she works for the New York Times Square planning committee, writing and editing speeches. Both of her younger sisters also engaged in the agricultural program and both of them have been elected to state offices. In a recent card from their mom she stated, “Can you believe what would’ve happened if you hadn’t asked our oldest daughter to memorize the Creed at the home visit?”

Case No. 2
In 2010 a home visit was completed with a freshmen male who liked to build things. Following his home visit he began to develop numerous substantial SAE projects and became heavily involved in agricultural mechanics. His junior year he was an FFA chapter officer and began a Farm Power team. He made a personal goal to encourage more boys to become involved and recruited additional event coaches to coach an Agriculture Welding team. His senior year he was the co-chair of the community service committee and a participant in multiple teams. He has been accepted at a premiere university to major in Bioresource and Agriculture Engineering.

Case No. 3
In 2010, the superintendent was invited to a visit to a freshmen female student. It was a surprise to her mother when she opened the door. With a lemonade drink on the back porch, the parent, student, teacher, and administrator discussed opportunities in agricultural education at the high school. Prior to this home visit, the student had not expressed a desire to be involved with FFA. However, following the home visit she joined the first novice parliamentary procedure practice and continued on to win a national title in parliamentary procedure, complete various SAE projects, hold multiple offices, attended the Washington Leadership Conference, and was slated for state office. She will be attending Cornell University majoring in Environmental Sciences. 

Conclusions

Analysis of the three cases reveals common themes regarding the impact of the home visit including: participation in CDE teams and other FFA activities, the development of SAE projects, and investment in agriculture education after graduation. All three students could have easily pursued other leadership organizations on campus, however, due to the home visit they each selected to become involved with FFA, continued to enroll in additional agricultural courses, held offices, took pride in the program, and mentored younger students. It is believed that the home visit allowed these individuals to form a connection with the program via the teacher through a “continuous caregiving relationship” (Bretherton, 1992, p. 762).

Implications and Recommendations

It is imperative for agricultural science programs to engage students outside of the normal approach of expecting students to come to the program on their own.  The time investment of home visits can make a tremendous difference in the overall effectiveness of a program by creating familial relationships with the students. It is recommended to conduct home visits with freshmen during their first semester so that they create a strong relationship with their teacher from the beginning. 
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