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Understanding the Impact of a “Faces of Ag” Tour on Undergraduate Students
Introduction
The National Research Council’s (1988) seminal report sets the direction of agricultural education. However, since the publication of that report, the face of agriculture has changed greatly; in fact, agriculture has expanded to include issues such as local food, organic production, biotechnology, environmentalism, and precision agriculture (Kovar & Ball, 2013). To really understand agriculture, one must understand its varied faces. While many undergraduate students in a college of agriculture have experience or involvement in some aspect of agriculture, very few - if any - have an appreciation or understanding of all areas of agriculture. One potential way to address this need among college students is through agricultural tours. Agricultural tours are an increasingly popular way to inform consumers about agriculture (Stebner, Ray, Becker, & Baker, 2015) and can provide exposure to previously unfamiliar faces of agriculture. 

Conceptual/Theoretical Framework
Agricultural educators have long understood the benefits of experiential learning (Knobloch, 2003; Roberts, 2006). Parr and Trexler (2011) state that “learning is the process of discovery, expansion (assimilation), and revision (accommodation) of mental schemas and frames [and is] dependent on both the learning and the environment” (p. 174). Experiences can impact students’ ways of understanding the world (Knobloch, 2003) and can reduce misconceptions (Specht, McKim, & Rutherford, 2014). Such experiences depend on the duration, level, setting and intended outcome (Roberts, 2006). 

Methodology
This project is a portion of a larger study investigating the impact of a one-day, non-formal “Faces of Agriculture” tour on undergraduate students’ understanding of the breadth and diversity of agriculture. The project involved undergraduate students enrolled in agriculture-related courses at a large, Midwestern university. Students could attend one or two tour(s), each of which visited three points of interest designed to provide an opportunity to see agriculture in a conventional setting, an urban environment, and from a cultural perspective. In total, the six tour stops included a dairy farm, dairy processing and retail facility, Native American organic farm, hops farm, urban aquaponics facility, and Hmong cooperative farm. Students completed a researcher designed, post-tour questionnaire focused on the experience and their views of agriculture. Researchers calculated frequencies and percentages for five Likert-type items and used a grounded theory approach to open-coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) to identify themes in seven open-ended questions.

Results/Findings
[bookmark: _GoBack]A total of 29 undergraduate students participated in the tours; each completed the post-questionnaire, yielding a 100% response rate. A large majority (93%) of respondents attended one tour. All respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the tour was educational. A vast majority of students also agreed or strongly agreed that the tour was a good investment of their time (97%), was relevant to their education (97%) and career plans (90%), and was engaging (87%). Three key themes emerged from students’ responses to open-ended questions: improved understanding of the diversity of agriculture, recognition of a common ground among agriculturists, and reflection on their own cultural values and perspectives. 

Diversity in agriculture. Although many students noted their definition of agriculture did not change, as it already encompassed all methods of producing food, the tour did expand their views on the breadth of farming practices, levels, types of commodities, locations of food production, and characteristics of farmers. For example, one student said, “There are many different forms of agriculture and each plays a role. The tour showed me different levels, types, and programs farms have to offer. Each lifestyle was different and each farm produced food for a different reason.” Some students came from production agriculture backgrounds but were less familiar other types of agriculture: “I have only been exposed to one type of farming and that was the conventional, rural type. I had no idea there could be so many different faces of farming that can represent agriculture.” This theme is nicely summarized by another student’s comment, “agriculture is made up of many different faces and people from different walks of life.”

Common ground. Although disagreement likely remains regarding the philosophies and mechanics of various farming techniques, students recognized that there was a shared passion, mission, and appreciation for agriculture among tour hosts. One student expressed appreciation for the opportunity “to connect with and learn more about farmers who shared a common passion with all of us students.” Another student said, “Regardless of our backgrounds, profession, creed, or other, all of us in agriculture are people feeding, clothing, and entertaining our families, large and small.” 

Self-reflection. As students learned about diverse operations, they came to deeper understanding of their own cultural and personal biases related to agriculture. In some cases, students were simply aware: “I think I came into the tour a bit more biased than I ought to have.” Other students grappled more deeply. When asked what beliefs were challenged, one respondent 

...realiz[ed] there is no one right way to operate a farm. [...] While I may think [...] doesn't make me right.  It just means I have a different opinion than others. [...] I didn't realize this change in belief until the next day when I was reflecting on the tour. [...] I now realize that the people who grow organic crops enjoy what they are doing just like I do when I am working on the farm.

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
Students were aware that a variety of agricultural practices exist. Notably, even across philosophical and technical divides, students noticed an overarching and shared passion for agriculture. Some students were cognizant of their assumptions and biases. This was particularly valuable, as the tour was part of a class that included other activities to explore self-awareness and cultural competence. Some students stated their knowledge and expectations were unchanged, though answers to open-ended questions suggested otherwise. Overall, the tour(s) helped students to further grapple with expectations and exposed them to new forms of agriculture. This was congruent with Knobloch’s (2003) and Specht et al.’s (2014) views that experiences increase understanding and reduce misconceptions. 
Further research is necessary to see if changes in students’ perspectives are long lasting and truly impact students’ behaviors. One student mentioned renewed hope in becoming a farmer due to the tour; it would be interesting to learn if other students’ career paths were impacted too. Future phases of this project will include focus groups to gain in-depth knowledge about the experience and its continued impact on students’ beliefs, behaviors, and educational or career choices.
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