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Change in Student Perceptions of Agriculture through the Virginia Governor’s School for Agriculture
As more people become further removed from agriculture, it is essential to consider the impact this has on youth and their perceptions and understanding of the industry. Programs such as school-based agricultural education, 4-H, FFA, Ag in the Classroom, and other initiatives seek to expand their reach and educate youth from all communities about agriculture. Luckey et al. (2013) asked forty-one fourth graders to participate in a survey before and after participating in AgVenture activities at the Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo. Duncan and Broyles (2006) used pre- and post-tests in 2001 and 2003 with students in the Virginia Governor’s School for Agriculture (VGSA). Both studies showed that their experiential agriculture programs significantly improved the participants’ understanding and knowledge of agriculture. In a separate study, Smith et al. (2009) found that overall, students in rural areas with access to agricultural programming had greater agricultural literacy when compared to peers in communities without agricultural programs. One such program that seeks to increase youth knowledge of agriculture and its broad impacts is the VGSA. 
The VGSA is a three-week program at Virginia Tech each summer. Gifted and advanced high school juniors and seniors from across Virginia participate in classes, labs, and experiential learning activities led by university faculty, researchers, graduate students, and industry professionals. VGSA aims to educate youth about agriculture while providing a safe, enriching environment to build research and collaboration skills (Virginia Tech, 2025). Therefore, the purpose of this research project is to examine how participation in the VGSA influences students’ perceptions and understanding of agriculture.
Theoretical Framework
Transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1997) is a theoretical framework that explores how one’s predetermined perceptions can change through reflection on new experiences. Mezirow (1997) describes these perceptions as habits of mind and points of view that are shaped by what we experience. Points of view can change over the course of life, while coming to new understandings of the world, which may oppose prior beliefs, and change future perceptions and understandings (Mezirow, 1997). Transformative Learning Theory can be a powerful framework for exploring how perspectives are developed by confronting challenging questions or new experiences.
Methodology
Photo elicitation is a research method that utilizes photographs to collect qualitative data, allowing participants to analyze a photo and provide feedback on it. Using a photo, as opposed to only verbally asking questions or writing a response to a reflection question, provokes the viewer to provide deeper responses with a unique perspective (Harper, 2002). There are several different ways to conduct photo elicitation, including the researcher providing a photo or having the participant take the photo, but it may also include viewing videos or movies (Harper, 2002). 
For the VGSA, student participants were involved in a participant-driven photo elicitation reflective activity in which they were asked to respond to the question “What is Agriculture?” by submitting a photo that they had captured during the program, along with a 250-word reflection. A total of 87 participants completed the participant-driven photo elicitation. Of the 87 participants, 25% identified as men and 75% as women. 47% identified as White, 39% as Asian, 7% as more than one race, 6% as Hispanic/Latino, 5% as Black/African American, and 2% preferred not to answer. As classified by the National Center for Education Statistics, 68% of participants were from suburban schools, 23% city/urban, 8% rural, and 1% town; 55% were seniors and 45% juniors. All demographic data were collected through program registration.
Following data analysis procedures outlined by Creswell and Creswell (2018), the research team coded all participant photos and corresponding reflections. The data was analyzed, and the research team developed themes based on codes through intercoder reliability to maintain consistency (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020).
Results
This project is part of a larger study exploring students’ transformation in understanding and knowledge of agriculture through participating in VGSA. The students who participated in this study demonstrated transformative learning, explored through the theme of change of perception. Students revealed a change or perception towards agriculture, showing that the youth at VGSA were not necessarily dispassionate or uninformed; they just lacked exposure and experience in agriculture and related topics. Participant 33 said: 
Before, it [agriculture] was just something that I linked to the environment and food production. I saw agriculture as something that only involved animals, farming, and managing land. However, through experiences at this camp, especially with my GS (Global Seminar) group, I have gained knowledge about agriculture that shows it to be much more than this. It is about people coming together for a common purpose.
Participant 4 stated:
At this barn, the cows aren’t used for milk or meat; they’re here so students like me can learn how to properly care for them. That alone showed me that agriculture isn’t always about production because sometimes it’s about learning, responsibility, and preparing the next generation to make better choices.
Additionally, participant 17 wrote:
I used to think agriculture was all about the products made; it seems I had forgotten about the people who do it all. This is what agriculture is: the connection in the community that produces the goods we know as agriculture today. 
Conclusion & Recommendations
Referring to the disconnection in agriculture, VGSA sparked interest for many who were previously uninformed or had very little prior experience with agriculture; students were able to build their knowledge from the ground up. Agriculture is an industry that needs leaders who are well-informed and well-versed. Students who participated in this program went through a transformative learning experience where their perceptions and understandings of agriculture were altered through experiential learning opportunities that VGSA provides. Initially, many students did not know the whole scope of the agricultural system and limited it to planting and harvesting, as those were terms commonly used in the reflections. At the conclusion of the program, those students reflected on the experiences they had and decided that agriculture was a lot more than just farming and tractors, but it also encompassed science, technology, and community, along with other components.
One of the goals of VGSA is to increase student participants’ awareness, understanding, and knowledge of agriculture. These findings indicate that students had an enriching experience at VGSA, as demonstrated through their reflections on how community and connections are just as important as planting and harvesting in agriculture. They described agriculture as a large system that encapsulates a broad variety of industries. For future research, it is recommended that VGSA leadership investigate how individuals who have gone through VGSA previously implement the knowledge they gathered into their daily lives, education, or careers.
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