Teacher Preparation
Social Media as a Catalyst for Elementary Agricultural Education: A Visual Narrative Study of Online Teacher Communities
With fewer than 2% of Americans in agricultural production and only 1.2% in on-farm jobs (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2022), most students are now three to four generations removed from farming, deepening the knowledge gap about food systems (Lemley et al., 2024). This disconnect is a central concern in the American Association for Agricultural Education’s Research Values, which call for improved agricultural literacy (AAAE, 2023). Nationally, Agriculture in the Classroom (AITC) reaches nearly 5 million students and 60,000 teachers each year (NIFA, 2023), underscoring the national commitment to agricultural literacy. Building on this momentum, Georgia enacted House Bill 1303 in 2022, formally establishing elementary agriculture education (EAE) as a formal option for public schools (Georgia Act 599, 2022).
Elementary agricultural education is offered through structured curricula (Knobloch & Ball, 2003), nonprofit and federal initiatives (Herren & Oakley, 1995; Masis et al., 2017; USDA Food and Nutrition Service, n.d.), STEM lessons (Graves et al., 2016; Horton et al., 2013), and school gardens (Wells et al., 2015; Williams & Dixon, 2013). Programs such as the USDA’s Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP) combine nutrition education with snacks (Masis et al., 2017), and school gardens provide hands-on, cross-curricular learning. Since 1981, AITC has promoted agricultural literacy through teacher training and resources (National AITC, 2024; Pense et al., 2005), with studies showing positive impacts for both teachers and students (Pense et al., 2005; Herren & Oakley, 1995). In Georgia, AITC and the University of Georgia (UGA) deliver K-12 resources and support (Georgia AITC, n.d.).
Following Georgia’s adoption of EAE, UGA led research on state standards (Peake et al., 2020), conducted teacher needs assessments (Bailey, 2021), studied school gardens (Frederickson & Peake, 2023), and established a Center for Elementary Agricultural Education (Boone & Peake, 2024). A USDA grant (RNIFA0001309501) supported UGA and Georgia Farm Bureau AITC workshops for EAE teachers (Boone et al., 2024). UGA’s efforts have focused on standards, teacher training, and research, and offers a valuable framework for other states. Collaborative efforts between land-grant universities and organizations like Georgia Farm Bureau AITC highlight a strategy for resource mobilization and program delivery that could be replicated nationally to advance agricultural literacy (Guffey & Stewardson, 2023).
Research shows elementary teachers generally support integrating agriculture but often spend little time on it due to barriers like limited time, resources, and standardized testing pressures (Balschweid et al., 1998; Burrows et al., 2020; Knobloch & Ball, 2003). Successful integration depends on teachers’ perceptions of agriculture’s fit within academic subjects and its educational value (Knobloch, 2008). Teachers with greater agricultural knowledge are more likely to incorporate it meaningfully across subjects, underlining the need for continued professional development (Bellah & Dyer, 2009; Knobloch & Ball, 2003).
Social media has become a key tool for teacher professional development, connecting educators to mentors, resources, and collaborative communities beyond traditional boundaries (Staudt Willet, 2019, 2023; Goodyear et al., 2019). Early-career teachers especially benefit from these platforms for idea sharing and support (Hunter & Hall, 2018). Initiatives like UGA and Georgia AITC’s Instagram presence encourages Georgia teachers to document and share classroom practices. Despite the potential, little research has explored how elementary teachers use social media to implement and share agricultural education. A gap this study aims to address.
Purpose and Questions
This qualitative study aims to explore how Georgia elementary educators that incorporate agricultural education, construct and share professional knowledge through social media visual narratives. The study addresses the following research questions:
1. How do elementary teachers in Georgia visually represent agricultural education practices through social media?
2. What do the visual narratives reveal about pedagogical approaches, professional knowledge, and contextual influences on elementary agricultural education implementation?
3. How do teachers construct shared understanding of elementary agricultural education through visual interactions on social media platforms?
Theoretical Framework
Situated Learning Theory (SLT), developed by Lave and Wenger (1991), explains that learning happens through active participation in authentic social contexts, where knowledge is shaped by community interactions (Pitsoe & Maila, 2013). SLT is especially relevant for professional development in education, as digital platforms now enable teachers to learn and share practices within real communities (Bell et al., 2013). Wenger’s (1998) concept of Communities of Practice (CoPs) describes groups who learn together through mutual engagement, shared goals, and common resources. CoPs have evolved to include virtual and hybrid formats, supporting ongoing, authentic learning and improved teacher and student outcomes (Li et al., 2009; Van As, 2018). Integrating SLT and CoPs with social media provides a framework to understand how teachers collectively develop and share knowledge online. Research shows these virtual communities enhance collaboration, creativity, and professional growth (Macià & García, 2016; Mavri et al., 2024). This study uses this framework to examine how Georgia elementary teachers use social media to document and share agricultural education practices.
Methods
This research used a qualitative visual narrative inquiry approach (Bach, 2007) to examine how Georgia elementary teachers represent and share agricultural education practices on social media. This method allowed for in-depth analysis of both the visual elements and the context in which educational content is shared online (Riessman, 2008) and fits well within the situated learning theoretical framework.
The study focused on visual data from Instagram takeovers during the 2024-2025 academic year, analyzing visual posts and captions. Participants were purposefully selected using criterion-based sampling (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Creswell & Poth, 2018). All were current elementary teachers in Georgia, actively implementing agricultural education, and engaged in sharing their work on social media. This analysis focused on four educators to allow for in-depth examination and follow-up.
The research team systematically archived and analyzed Instagram posts from participating teachers, examining both visual and textual content through open coding, thematic analysis, and peer review. Insights from this preliminary analysis informed the development of a semi-structured interview protocol. Interviews conducted explored teachers’ backgrounds, instructional practices, social media use, professional growth, and reflections on student learning. All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. Member checking, multiple coders, and regular team meetings supported credibility and consistency. Detailed audit trails documented the research process throughout. Triangulation of Instagram posts, interviews, and contextual documents provided a well-rounded view of agricultural education in these classrooms. The primary investigator maintained reflexivity through journaling and team discussions, acknowledging potential bias from prior teaching experience and actively mitigating it (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 
Findings
To contextualize the findings, school and teacher demographics, such as location, enrollment, Title I status, and teaching experience were examined (Table 1).

Table 1 
School-level Contextual Data (n = 4) 
	Pseudonym 
	Geographic  
	Years Of
Teaching
	Current
Position
	Student  
Enrollment 
	Title I  
	Free / reduced lunch eligible  

	Dr. Mitchell 
	Suburban 
	13
	Elementary (2nd)
	1258 
	Yes 
	48% 

	Ms. Carter 
	Rural Fringe 
	24
	EAE (K-4)
	584 
	Yes 
	64% 

	Mrs. Hayes 
	Rural Distant 
	18
	EAE (K-5)
	908 
	Yes 
	50% 

	Mrs. Bennett  
	Rural Distant 
	4
	EAE (K-2)
	720 
	Yes 
	70% 


Note. School-data is based on 2023-2024 school year. 
 
Q1: How do elementary teachers in Georgia visually represent agricultural education practices through social media?
Analysis of Instagram posts and interviews revealed three themes: Effective Pedagogical Strategies, Community and Resource Support, and Navigating Challenges. Effective Pedagogical Strategies centered on experiential learning. Posts and interviews highlighted authentic, hands-on experiences, such as Mrs. Hayes’ account of students problem-solving when Ruby [goat] escaped, “They measured the gate, tested latches, and learned more about simple machines than any planned lesson could teach.” Mrs. Bennett emphasized animal interactions, “Animals create instant engagement. Even my most reluctant learners become active participants.” Beyond animals, teachers documented gardening and cross-curricular integration. Ms. Harper shared, “Students measured soil pH, recorded data, and adjusted soil composition connecting abstract concepts to real-world applications.” Similarly, Ms. Carter noted, “Third graders wrote persuasive essays about pollinator gardens using evidence from their observations.”
Community and Resource Support emerged as vital. Mrs. Hayes described growing partnerships: “We started with a few parent volunteers; now local farmers and Master Gardeners visit regularly.” Posts showcased creative resource use, like Ms. Carter’s vertical garden from recycled pallets and Dr. Mitchell’s gratitude for donated plants, “Community support makes our program possible.”
Navigating Challenges reflected adaptability and professional growth. Ms. Carter admitted, “There’s no manual for elementary agricultural education. We’re creating it as we go.” Mrs. Bennett added, “Sharing on social media forces me to reflect on my practice.” Teachers leveraged social media for professional development and modeled resourcefulness for students. As Dr. Mitchell explained, “Limited resources push us to be creative. It’s become part of our curriculum, how to be resourceful and sustainable.”
Q2: What do the visual narratives reveal about pedagogical approaches, professional knowledge, and contextual influences on elementary agricultural education implementation?
Visual narratives reveal that agricultural education in Georgia’s elementary schools is dynamic and rooted in experiential learning. Teachers illustrated this through social media and interviews, emphasizing authentic, hands-on moments. As Mrs. Bennett explained, “One of my favorite parts of teaching agriculture is incorporating some of my farm animals into lessons! It’s amazing how much more excited the kids get about learning when there’s a live animal right there with them.” Instructional approaches varied across grade levels, with younger students exploring soil through sensory play and older students conducting structured scientific investigations. Posts documented students planting seeds, testing soil samples, and caring for classroom animals, showing how lessons connected to real-world agriculture. Mrs. Bennett’s class, for example, tested animal cognition by observing how “Sheep can recognize up to 50 faces, so our students tested this with Daisy, our ewe.” Teachers emphasized curiosity-driven exploration and integrated agricultural themes across subjects like science, math, and literacy. As Dr. Mitchell noted, “When I teach, I teach thematically within a theme,” reinforcing how agricultural contexts make learning relevant, interactive, and meaningful for students.
Educators leverage their professional knowledge to make complex agricultural concepts accessible. Ms. Carter highlighted the role of external resources, noting, “Georgia Farm Bureau... have done a great job of researching literature and pulling in activities that are easy to do and some worksheets that are related to those things.” Cross-curricular strategies blend agriculture with literacy and other subjects, expanding the reach of agricultural learning.
Contextual influences revealed a complex landscape of agricultural education, where each school's approach was uniquely shaped by local resources, community engagement, and environmental considerations. Resource acquisition emerged as a persistent challenge that demanded creative problem-solving. Mrs. Lawson candidly articulated the financial hurdles, noting, "Funding could be a big challenge. Whenever you're talking about this large-scale Ag programs that I have here." Yet, these constraints became catalysts for innovation, with teachers developing sophisticated strategies, weaving together grant writing, community partnerships, and resourceful adaptation to transform limitations into opportunities. 
Q3: How do teachers construct shared understanding of elementary agricultural education through visual interactions on social media platforms?
Elementary teachers are constructing shared understanding of agricultural education through four distinct themes of visual interaction on social media platforms. The first theme, collaborative posting, serves as the primary mechanism for knowledge transfer, where educators transform individual classroom experiences into shareable content. Teachers regularly share agricultural lessons, like discussions about honeybees and pollination, creating a foundation for broader educational conversations and collective learning.
The second theme, community engagement, functions as the connective tissue of these digital networks. Teachers use social media to build intricate webs of support that extend beyond traditional classroom boundaries, connecting with local farmers, parent volunteers, and agricultural professionals. As Mrs. Hayes explained, "Social media was the ticket because it I'm not from here. So, we were able to share [needs] on Facebook." This digital bridge enables teachers, particularly those new to their communities, to rapidly build meaningful agricultural connections and resources.
Interactive content emerges as the third theme, representing a sophisticated strategy for professional dialogue and collective learning. Teachers design digital experiences that invite participation, such as sharing group activities and table-based learning stations. As Mrs. Bennett described, "I have split them up into groups. So, there's like 20 kids. I'm going to put 5 kids at each table, and at each table, I'm going to have a different activity that goes with our lesson." Through questions, polls, and classroom challenges, teachers build a dynamic environment for shared understanding and professional growth.
The fourth theme, accelerated professional development, manifests through these digital networks as teachers connect, share experiences, and continuously refine their pedagogical approaches. Dr. Mitchell's experience of creating and compiling numerous lessons exemplifies how these platforms facilitate ongoing learning and collaborative innovation. Together, these four themes create an interconnected landscape where agricultural knowledge flows freely across digital spaces, transforming social media from a simple communication tool into a powerful platform for collective professional growth and educational innovation.
Conclusion
The intricate landscape of elementary agricultural education in Georgia reveals a dynamic ecosystem of learning that extends beyond traditional classroom boundaries. Our research illuminates the complex ways teachers navigate pedagogical challenges, leveraging community resources, and digital platforms to create educational experiences. These findings strongly align with Situated Learning Theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991), which emphasizes learning as embedded in authentic contexts and social interactions. Teachers’ use of Instagram to share agricultural lessons reflects legitimate peripheral participation, where educators gradually move from isolated practice toward active engagement in a broader professional community. Similarly, the emergence of collaborative networks on social media mirrors the principles of Communities of Practice (Wenger, 1998), as teachers co-construct knowledge through mutual engagement, shared goals, and common repertoires of resources.
By examining visual narratives on social media, this study demonstrates how professional development is no longer confined to traditional workshops but exists in digital spaces of collective imagination. These findings echo prior research on virtual professional learning networks (Goodyear et al., 2019; Staudt Willet, 2023), which documented the effectiveness of social media in fostering collaboration and resource exchange among educators. Our participants’ experiences reinforce these insights, showing that Instagram served not only as a platform for showcasing classroom activities but also as a mechanism for problem-solving, idea generation, and identity development within the agricultural education community.
Extending this perspective, our findings suggest that elementary teachers are not merely sharing agricultural lessons online, they are collaboratively co-creating a distributed, living curriculum for elementary agricultural education. Through the ongoing exchange of lesson ideas, images, and reflection, teachers adapt and reimagine agricultural content to fit diverse local contexts while sustaining an active professional community. This process transforms curriculum development from a top-down dissemination model into a participatory, iterative, and contextually responsive practice. For instance, a pollinator lesson shared on social media might be taught in one school through the lens of watermelons and another teacher modifies the lesson for her students through the lens of apples, reflecting both regional agricultural realities and teacher’s creative agency. 
The implications extend beyond agricultural education, suggesting a transformative model for professional learning that integrates digital technologies with experiential pedagogy. This approach resonates with earlier studies on school gardens and STEM integration (Graves et al., 2016), which highlighted the value of hands-on learning for conceptual understanding. Our findings build on this literature by illustrating how teachers amplify these benefits through social media, creating hybrid spaces where digital collaboration intersects with classroom practice. 
The researchers recommend building stronger support systems for elementary teachers in agricultural education. Digital professional development provides ongoing opportunities for teachers to learn and share agricultural content in flexible, accessible ways. When paired with partnerships among schools, farmers, and local agricultural businesses, these experiences make agricultural learning more relevant and tangible for students. In addition, establishing mentorship networks that connect experienced agricultural educators with elementary teachers can strengthen instructional confidence and sustain engagement over time. These peer-drive relationships encourage continued idea exchange, collaborative problem solving, and the integration of agriculture across disciplines. 
While the study’s focus on Georgia provides rich contextual insights, it also introduces limitations. Reliance on social media documentation may create selection bias, as teachers who share online do not represent all elementary educators. These constraints invite comparative studies across states to examine regional variations in elementary agricultural education and continued exploration of digital technologies in teacher learning. Ultimately, the study highlights the promise of collaborative learning rooted in the systems that sustain our communities.
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