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Using Photo Elicitation & PhotoVoice in the Classroom- Engaging Students Through Content & Meaning Making

Introduction/ Need for Innovation 

Utilizing technology in the classroom creates a more universal design approach for teaching, regardless of learning style or personal ability (Garguilo & Metcalf, 2017). As Generation Z matriculates to our campuses, their experience and comfort with technology transcends that of previous generations (Schweiger & Ladwig, 2018). The use of photography through technology as a methodology allows students to access technology that exists through smart phone devices. Photo elicitation and PhotoVoice allow instructors to incorporate active learning toward a better understanding of how to students view content and how students make meaning of and apply material outside of the classroom. As a teaching method, photo elicitation can bring content to a student’s everyday perceptions and allow us strengthen connections and understanding of students’ lives.

Methodology/ How it works

Instructors who possess practical knowledge of technology, content, and student characteristics are more apt to adopt technology in their instruction (Heitink, Voogt, Verplanken, van Braak, & Fisser, 2016). Course content as seen through photography and visuals allows the learner to embody and articulate concepts and theories through a different vantage point than through normal mental processing (Kolb, 2014). There are two such methods that have been utilized in agricultural classrooms and both will be discussed.

Photo elicitation is a methodology that asks students to take photographs related to classroom content and allows them a multitude of submission methods to explore the subjective meaning they attach to them (Prosser & Schwartz, 1998). By using student photographs, the instructor gains a better understanding of the students’ interpretations of content, thus influencing future instructional methods. In practice, students have submitted photography to Twitter and social media platforms (Harris & Hodges, 2016), blogging, discussion boards, reflective journals (Bruce, Whitaker, & Clement, 2017), and in research being conducted to understand how they apply content to their daily lives (Headrick & McCain, 2018). 

Photovoice (Wang & Burris, 1997) provides a methodology for students to “identify, represent, and enhance their community through a specific photographic technique” (p. 369). Photovoice may be best used for projects that include a needs assessment, problem-solving, or project analysis and evaluation (Catalani & Minkler, 2010). After the images are taken, students are encouraged to tell the story behind the picture. PhotoVoice has been used by students to tell the story of the homeless or other underrepresented groups and tends to have more social justice approaches.

The use of social media platforms can be meaningful for discussion questions, sharing photographs, and to enrich the application of content. The use of Twitter has been shown to build connections with the instructor and classroom and engage students to expand on the ways they share and discuss (Neier & Zayer, 2015). The incorporation of other application-based technologies, including photography, had positive impacts on student discussion, content access, and the application of technology in one graduate course (Harris & Hodges, 2016). 

Implications for Methodology

The use of photo elicitation in an agriculture leadership classroom has allowed students to bring their perspectives into content, and they are able to share a first person view of leadership in action, apply course and theory concepts through digital format, and build classroom fellowship and support. Allowing students to take photographs from their cell phone cameras allows students to engage in coursework in unique ways. Through social media and application-based technology, such as This by Tinrocket, instructors can better understand how students view content and visualize their application. Action research within leadership classrooms has shown an increase in application and engagement among students. By accessing active learning processes, students gain an elevated understanding and show increases in critical thinking and application (Burbach, Matkin, & Fritz, 2004). 

Active engagement of content can influence cognition, development, and leadership motivation (Allen & Wergin, 2008). The use of photographs can be one possible methodology to address these issues and instructor techniques to further engage with students. Photo elicitation examples from class assignments and social media will be shown to provide visual representation of the methodology in action. 

Future plans/ advice to others

The use of photography in agriculture classrooms allows students to share their own experiences to aid in the classroom community, peer engagement, content application and increases self-concept in the students. More agriculture courses should explore the use of photography as a methodology for student engagement and also for student application of content. Best practices for bringing in photo elicitation are being able to offer opportunities for students to grow through advanced application and critical thinking methods. The instructional use of questions, assignments, and student application will be visually available to show best practices as discovered by one instructor. 

Costs/ resources needed

It is assumed that most students have access to smart phone devices that have a camera function. This is a part of the device capabilities and should be easily accessed by students. Some cost may be associated with application-based technology (between $0.99- $9.99 with both in-app and outside-app add-ons), which is at the consent of the instructor.  Camera, This, Over, Hyperlapse, and Fyuse, among other application-based smart apps, will be highlighted and examples shown. 
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