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Navigating Opposing Views about Food Production Practices Using Deliberative Pedagogy: A Six-Year, Longitudinal Case Study
Introduction and Theoretical Perspective 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Deliberative pedagogy (DP) is a method of instruction designed to cultivate the dispositions and competencies that students need to engage meaningfully in complex discourse, particularly when confronting societal challenges (Shaffer et al., 2017). These challenges, often categorized as wicked problems, are characterized by their resistance to clear-cut solutions and instead demand inclusive, ongoing dialogue that fosters engagement across diverse stakeholders (Parra et al., 2021). Through such deliberative processes, individuals are better equipped to cultivate mutual understanding, navigate tensions among competing values, and co-create adaptive strategies for collective action (Shaffer & Longo, 2023). In agriculture, DP can provide an instructional approach that guides critical conversations about controversial food production practices, such as the use of genetically modified organisms (GMOs), concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs), antibiotics, synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, and the ethics of biotechnology (Ramanujan, 2022). These topics are emblematic of wicked problems, as they involve conflicting scientific evidence, ethical considerations, environmental trade-offs, and divergent public perspectives (Shaffer et al., 2017). By encouraging students to thoughtfully consider multiple perspectives, weigh evidence, and grapple with the complexity of the issue, DP can foster the kind of civic-minded discourse necessary for informed participation in food systems and effective communication with the public (Ramanujan, 2022). 
DP aims to equip learners for meaningful engagement during complex discourse about topics that evoke strong emotional responses (Shaffer & Longo, 2023). Although its primary objective is to deepen understanding and build communicative capacity, the skills acquired through this instructional approach are widely transferable to various environments (Parra et al., 2021). Despite the growing need for these abilities, institutions of higher education frequently fall short in equipping students with deliberative competencies (Shaffer et al., 2017). Although some may contend that civic-oriented skills are of lesser importance compared to the career-readiness emphasis in contemporary education, Parra et al. (2021) found that this was not the case. Despite this, little evidence has been advanced on this method of instruction. This lack of knowledge necessitated the need for the collection of longitudinal data on the utility of DP as a method of instruction for agricultural education. 
This investigation, framed through the lens of constructionism, aimed to understand how individuals’ differing perspectives on food production were socially constructed and influenced by their interactions in society (Crotty, 1998). We also employed symbolic interactionism, a theoretical perspective, to understand how individuals attributed meaning to objects and cultural practices they observed in the real world (Crotty, 1998). For instance, many participants explained that their beliefs about food production were shaped by their family, friends, social media influencers, and the media. By analyzing the data through these lenses, we gained insight into how these cultural phenomena influenced individuals’ perceptions on food production.  
Background of the Study
This study investigated a DP project for the Advanced Teaching and Assessment Methods in Agricultural Education course at North Carolina A&T State University in the Spring 2018 (n = 7), 2019 (n = 12), 2021 (n = 7), 2022 (n = 5), 2023 (n = 3), and 2024 (n = 10) academic semesters. The students (N = 44) took this course as a required component of their master’s degree program. The DP project occurred over six weeks in each of the academic semesters. It should be noted that the course was delivered using an online format; however, the students were required to facilitate the DP project in person and provide extensive documentation of their activities. Finally, it is also essential to acknowledge that due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the project had to be significantly modified during the 2020 academic semester; therefore, the data from 2020 were excluded.
The agricultural education majors designed, organized, and delivered the DP project, in which they brought together individuals who held different perspectives on food production practices around a kitchen table for a meal. During the meal, the agricultural education majors and their guests were required to discuss the role of science in food production using DP as a method of instruction. Example discussion prompts included the use of antibiotics, synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, GMOs, organic food production practices, and more. When selecting attendees for their DP project, the students were required to identify individuals who held a different perspective on using science in food production, such as ethical vegans, vegetarians, or individuals who only ate antibiotic-free or pesticide-free products. The students were required to document and reflect extensively on their experiences throughout the project (see Table 1). 
Table 1 
Significant Activities of the DP Project 
	Week(s)
	Activities

	1
	· Students were introduced to using DP as a method of instruction 

	2
	· Each student recruited three (3) instructor approved individuals who participated in their individual DP project, i.e., 144 total attendees

	3
	· Students developed a lesson plan to facilitate the DP project 
· Students submitted one (1) weekly written reflection

	4-5
	· Students organized and delivered the project in which they cooked a meal for their attendees based on their food preferences and facilitated DP as a method of instruction in person
· Students submitted reflections each week (2 total)

	6
	· Students submitted a final portfolio with four (4) photos and captions in which they reflected on their DP project and connected the experience to prior learning


Purpose and Research Question
[bookmark: _Hlk116738085]This multiple case study examined the experiences of graduate-level agricultural education majors during a DP project, which was designed to help them facilitate difficult conversations about food production practices with individuals who held opposing views. One research question guided the study: What processes did agricultural education majors employ when facilitating DP as a method of instruction to foster mutual understanding and respect among individuals who held opposing views on food production practices?
Methods and Procedures
This study was methodologically grounded in Stake’s (2006) multiple case study approach. As Stake (2006) emphasized, a defining feature of multiple case study research lies in establishing the bounds of the cases. In this investigation, each case was delineated by the course under investigation and the length of the DP project, specifically focusing on the experiences of students enrolled in the Advanced Teaching and Assessment Methods in Agricultural Education course at North Carolina A&T State University. Over a six-year period, a total of 44 students majoring in agricultural education participated in the study. The demographic profile of the participants revealed that the majority identified as Black (n = 27; 61.3%) and female (n = 30; 68.1%), with an average age of 28.4 years. All participants were pursuing a master’s degree in agricultural education, and most (n = 28; 63.6%) had experience in a formal teaching role.
The dataset for this qualitative investigation included 757 written reflections, 132 photographs and captions, and 44 student portfolios. Although the photographic data were incorporated into the analytic process, they were not presented in this abstract due to space limitations. To ensure methodological rigor and qualitative integrity, we adhered to the trustworthiness criteria outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985), including confirmability, credibility, dependability, and transferability, in all phases of this investigation.
We conducted our analysis using Saldaña’s (2021) qualitative coding strategies. During the initial coding phase, we employed three techniques: in vivo coding to capture participants’ actual words, emotion coding to identify their affective expressions, and process coding to uncover the unique approaches the agricultural education majors used when facilitating DP as a teaching method. This process resulted in 432 distinct first-cycle codes. To refine and reduce the data, we employed axial coding to reduce similar codes into broader categories. Finally, we conducted thematic analysis to synthesize these categories into three overarching themes. 
Findings 
Theme #1: Initial Resistance to Opposing Views 
When bringing together individuals who held opposing perspectives on food production practices, the agricultural education majors noted that the conversations were initially more resistant and at times even became defiant. As such, they began to understand that achieving mutual understanding would not come easily. On this point, Participant #21, who was a Black female with no teaching experience, recalled: “In the beginning, one of my [attendees] was really adamant that anything non-organic was ‘poisoning people.’” She continued: “Anytime I tried to bring up alternative perspectives or scientific studies, they shut it down immediately and interrupted me.” 
A similar resistance emerged in conversations about the use of antibiotics in livestock production. For instance, Participant #15, a White male student with four years of teaching experience, explained: “At first, one of my [attendees] was completely unwilling to consider that antibiotics might have any place in livestock production. They kept saying, ‘It’s just about profit.’” As a result, Participant #15 perceived: “it seemed like [my group] had already made up their mind before we even started talking.” 
Credibility of information sources emerged as another form of resistance initially. Case in point, Participant #43 revealed: “During the first few minutes of the dinner, [one woman who attended] told me they didn’t believe anything that came from the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) or universities. That made it really hard to have a conversation because they were rejecting sources I considered credible.” When considered together, the accounts of the agricultural education majors painted a vivid picture of the initial challenges to facilitating DP as a method of instruction. In particular, the students faced deep-seated assumptions as well as a rejection of widely accepted sources of evidence. 
Theme #2: A Critical Examination of Information Sources
Despite the initial resistance, such moments appeared to be foundational for future growth, in which the resistant conversations evolved after a critical examination of information sources. For example, the agricultural education majors articulated how their attendees of the DP project began to build mutual understanding, refine their perspectives, and cultivate more discerning judgments about the sources of information that shaped their beliefs on food production. This occurred as the agricultural education majors focused on the specific sources of information that their attendees used to inform their opinions. Participant #7, a Black female with no teaching experience, explained: “I asked them to show me all of the different places they got their information from on their phone, like YouTube, social media, or news outlets.” After each of them did this, Participant #7 recalled how “[one of the attendees] commented ‘I never realized how much I relied on headlines rather than the whole article.’ I was like, ‘bingo!’”
On the other hand, Participant #35, a White male teacher with one year of teaching experience, recalled how one of his attendees reported using celebrity blogs, podcasts, and social media as their primary source of information about food. Instead of criticizing this practice, Participant #35 explained: “I pulled up a journal publication on the topic and started comparing the knowledge of the expert versus the celebrity on the topic. [The attendee] hadn’t known those resources even existed and started asking more questions.”
Through using DP as a method of instruction, it demonstrated the potential that agricultural education majors could have in guiding others to credible, evidence-based resources. Further, by prioritizing thoughtful questions and anchoring dialogue in evidence, they not only enhanced their own perspectives but helped others expand their thinking.
Theme #3: Encouraging Divergent Thinking 
The final theme, encouraging divergent thinking, emerged as the agricultural education majors described how they used DP as an instructional approach to expand their attendees’ horizons. Such was accomplished when the agricultural education majors engaged their attendees in divergent thinking strategies by asking the participants to consider multiple possibilities rather than maintaining a fixed perspective. This strategy was embraced by Participant #9, a Black male with six years of teaching experience: 
At first, the woman I was speaking with was very, very opposed to GMOs, saying she was concerned about the health of others and government control. Instead of arguing, I asked questions about her values on this topic. That moment shifted the conversation, and everyone at the table started talking more about how one’s ethics can influence how they view food production practices. It was just like this giant ‘ah-ha’ moment for everyone.
The agricultural education majors used a variety of other instructional strategies to encourage divergent thinking. As an illustration, Participant #32, a White female with two years of teaching experience, employed a systems thinking approach by encouraging her attendees to map out the various individuals who could be affected by antibiotic use in the production of livestock. She explained: “Doing this [the systems thinking approach] helped everyone begin to realize how complex the issue really was, and it promoted deeper understanding.” Meanwhile, Participant #14, a Black female who had no formal teaching experience, engaged the students in a role-play scenario during their discussion on organic labeling. She recalled: “I asked [my attendees] to imagine they were a policymaker responsible for ensuring both food safety and consumer transparency.” She continued: “that shift in thinking helped them understand the pressures that shape agricultural policies, not just the marketing of organic products.” In cultivating divergent thinking, the agricultural education majors appeared to not only help foster greater understanding among their attendees but also expand their teaching acumen to facilitate difficult conversations about complex topics, according to nearly all participants. 
Conclusions, Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations 
This study aimed to describe the experiences of graduate-level agricultural education majors during a DP project, which was designed to help them facilitate difficult conversations about food production practices with individuals who held opposing views. Using a constructionism epistemological position and symbolic interactionism as a theoretical perspective (Crotty, 1998), three themes emerged: (1) initial resistance to opposing views, (2) a critical examination of information sources, and (3) encouraging divergent thinking. As such, we concluded that through using DP as a method of instruction, the agricultural education majors were able to lead individuals with opposing views about food production practices through a difficult conversation and co-construct a more profound understanding, mutual respect, and expand their perspectives. Such findings have been reported in the literature on DP (Parra et al., 2017; Ramanujan, 2022; Shaffer et al., 2017), but not in the context of agricultural education. 
As a result of this study, we also concluded that the DP project helped strengthen the professional identities of the graduate-level agricultural education students. For example, in their final portfolio submissions, nearly all students reported that the project helped them learn to appreciate the perspectives of others and have productive conversations – a skill set they perceived would benefit them in their future careers. This notion does not appear to have been explored in the literature on agricultural education. Moving forward, we recommend that graduate programs in agricultural education create opportunities for students to use DP as a method of instruction. This could better prepare them to navigate the challenging conversations they may encounter in classrooms and other aspects of their professional lives. Further, we also recommend exploring whether DP may be an appropriate method of instruction to introduce at the undergraduate level in teacher preparation programs. Finally, we recommend that future practitioners who employ a similar approach consider providing considerable resources and support as students engage in DP, as it can be uncomfortable for students who may not be used to engaging in difficult conversations, which may result in contentious exchanges. Nevertheless, we maintain that engaging in such efforts is critical to students’ personal and professional development. 
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