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Seeing the Bigger Picture: Youth Perceptions of Agriculture’s Interconnected Systems
[bookmark: _heading=h.qzhv5f1v8f8d]Agriculture is the backbone of society, contributing about $3.52 billion to the global economy (Vayro et al. 2020). It is paramount to our survival and relies on more than just the farmer cultivating crops to function. The industry relies on nutritionists, embryologists, economists, farmers, and many other key stakeholders. Trends show that the average consumer is becoming more aware of the importance of agriculture (Macias, 2008), but there is still work to do, particularly with educating youth about the scope of the broader agricultural industry. 
The Virginia Governor’s School for Agriculture (VGSA) is a three-week residential governors’ school that focuses on all aspects of agriculture (Virginia Department of Education, 2024). Each year, 90 to 100 rising high school juniors and seniors are invited to attend the VGSA, held each summer at Virginia Tech. Participants attend both field and lecture-based courses, taught by industry professionals, Virginia Tech faculty, and graduate students. These courses range from animal science, crop and soil sciences, to economics, biochemistry, and business management. Additionally, participants are expected to work in groups to write a literary review, prepare a presentation, and create a research poster centered on challenges in the agriculture industry. (Virginia Tech, 2025a). The VGSA is uniquely positioned to educate participants from a wide range of backgrounds and communities in agriculture, thereby “developing future leaders and scientists for careers in agriculture” (Virginia Tech, 2025b). The purpose of this study is to examine how participating in VGSA influences students’ perceptions of the agriculture industry, particularly their understanding of its interconnected nature.
[bookmark: _heading=h.7yos88h2deue]Theoretical Framework
From a young age, individuals have a natural set of biases and develop a set view of the world. This perspective can be difficult to change (Mezirow, 1997), and this has only been amplified by the onset of social media. Furthermore, people tend not to interact with other thoughts and perceptions that contradict their own. For example, someone from an urban area may not see many representations of agriculture within their social media, their schools, and their home lives, and may hold incorrect beliefs about agriculture. Transformative learning theory works to explore an individual's frame of reference or bias and how that changes through transformative learning experiences (Mezirow, 1997). We utilize transformative learning theory to examine VGSA participants' changing perceptions of agriculture as they engage with the agricultural industry during their time in the VGSA.
[bookmark: _heading=h.duwn0cijuux5]Methodology
Photo elicitation is a research method that utilizes either researcher- or participant-provided photographs to help expand upon and enhance the traditional interview process by evoking deeper reactions from the participants (Harper, 2002). Respondent-generated images, in particular, allow participants to articulate themselves with a clarity they may not achieve without the use of a photo while reducing biases in researcher image selection (Margolis & Pauwels, 2011). Ultimately, photo elicitation is a powerful tool in the research process that can make responses more meaningful for both researcher and respondent. 
This study used a participant-driven photo elicitation method where the 87 VGSA participants submitted and captioned a photo responding to the prompt “What is agriculture?”. The research team drew on data analysis procedures established by Creswell and Creswell (2018) to analyze the photos and reflections and to create codes. Once the data were analyzed, the team followed recommendations for intercoder reliability as described by O’Connor and Jeoff (2020) to review codes and identify themes. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.jf8561m5mtye]Results
The VGSA is positioned to educate students from a variety of backgrounds and communities about the interconnectedness of agriculture. Namely, the VGSA exposes students to the interconnectedness of agriculture between innovation, sustainability, education, economics, and more. This project is part of a larger study exploring VGSA participants’ transformative learning experiences, with particular attention to how their perceptions of agriculture evolve.
Participant 4 asserted that “Agriculture connects to larger systems like the environment, education, and even community values,” while participant 85 noted:
...agriculture is community. It is the glue that intertwines society, the environment, and the economy. Agriculture requires teamwork, community, and dedication … It also brings people together for a common goal.
Participant 27 relayed the importance of economics in agriculture when stating that “...this relates to agriculture as a whole, as it demonstrates the necessity to rely on all living things and their lifestyles to facilitate economic viability”. Participant 4 further recognized the scope of the industry by relating it to what the average individual sees and uses daily: 
...everything that surrounds you can be agriculture from the groceries in supermarket to the engineering of advanced technologies which makes us to one step closer in achieving specified or international goals.
Furthermore, participant 33 acknowledged agriculture’s contributions to modern-day innovation: “Agriculture is driven by the same passion to improve the world, not just through greenspace or farming, but through collaboration, innovation, and compassion”. Not only did participants recognize the contributions, scope, and connections of the industry, but they also recognized the importance of the farmers’ role. “It's a lifestyle. Agriculture is within one throughout their whole life. It is nurtured; it is one's passion. Agriculture is beyond one's understanding” (Participant 27). Similarly, Participant 46 said: 
Agriculture is both a science and a way of living. …These connections teach empathy, responsibility, and respect for all living things. In a fast-paced world, agriculture slows us down and reminds us of the value of hard work, nature, and genuine companionship. … It's about forming lasting relationships with the living world around us. 
These participants’ responses demonstrate their growth in knowledge of agriculture at the completion of the VGSA. Regardless of their starting point, participants learned to see the interconnected nature of agriculture. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.xzvmuzm10w2b]Conclusion & Recommendations
	Based upon the participants' responses, they developed a greater understanding of the interconnectedness of agriculture to other industries, and on a deeper level, to our larger society and communities. VGSA participants were able to identify the broader impacts of agriculture and the different, broader parts of the industry through their first-hand experiences. Many of the participants had a transformative learning experience that challenged their knowledge and understanding of agriculture through their participation in VGSA. We cannot generalize the findings from this study to other programs. However, we recommend that other agricultural education programs provide a variety of transformative agriculture experiences that challenge participants’ perceptions so that participants can discover the industry's reach and interconnectedness. We also recommend having participants provide a written reflection and photo at the start and end of the program to better understand the transformative growth of participants as a result of program experiences. This method of reflection could be extended to any formal or non-formal program to explore learning transformation.
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