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Knowledge and Perceptions of Agriculture in Tennessee through Fall Agritourism Experiences 

Introduction

Determining the public’s perception of the agriculture is vital to the success of the industry. Agritourism venues bridge the education gap between producers and consumers of agricultural products, by bringing those visitors to their farms. Agritourism is defined for this study as an activity, enterprise or business which combines the agriculture industry and tourism and provides an experience for visitors (Bruch & Holland, 2004). Approximately 44 million respondents to a USDA survey published in, Agritourism in Focus: A Guide for Tennessee Farmers agreed that learning where food comes from was “important” or “somewhat important” in their decision to visit agritourism venues. Additionally, 41 million respondents agreed that watching or participating in farm activities was “important” or “somewhat important” to overall knowledge of agriculture (Bragg, Bruch, Hankins, McDaniels, Prather, Winchester, Ziehl, 2005). The aforementioned study supports the notion that agritourism experiences can enhance the public’s general knowledge of agriculture. This study examines visitors’ knowledge and perception of agriculture before and after visiting one of four agritourism venues in the state of Tennessee. 

Theoretical Framework

Intelligence is a process of learning after having an experience with the given environment one is to develop knowledge about. Experiential Learning Theory suggests that experience, perception, cognition, and behavior all play a vital role in one’s ability to acquire knowledge and change perception (Kolb, 1984).  Four elements work together to create Kolb’s Lewinian Experiential Learning Model used to evaluate experiential learning. The four steps of the model (concrete experience, observations and reflections, formation of abstract concepts and generalization, and testing implications of concepts in new situations) best describe the significance of experience as teacher followed by reflection for growth and learning.
The theory states that experiences that provide the learner with new knowledge must be tied to previous knowledge and experience through reflection in order to be of the most benefit to the learner (Merriam, Caffarella, Baumgartner 2007).  In terms of experiential learning, education must be looked at as a process. Therefore both experience and reflection are crucial for learning to occur.
 Assessing learning in this study is approached in two dimensions; behaviorist learning theory and constructivist learning theory approaches. Behaviorist learning views learning as a change in behavior and seeks to produce that change. Furthermore, the constructivist learning approach challenges the learner to develop a meaning from experience and to construct new knowledge, as in this study relating to the agriculture industry (Merriam, Caffarella, Baumgartner, 2007).  Therefore for the purpose of this study, learning will be defined as the construction of new knowledge which can empower the learner to make behavioral changes in lifestyle pertaining to agriculture. 

Methodology

The survey population consisted of visitors to fall agritourism venues in the state of Tennessee. Four farms were utilized from a random selection of eleven suggestions provided by the Tennessee Department of Agriculture. One farm from each grand division of the state was chosen with the exception of East Tennessee where surveys were delivered to two farms (one being the farm where an initial pilot study occurred in fall of 2009). A pre/post survey was utilized. Adult visitors to the farm were asked to complete a five question pre-survey prior to their farm experience. Respondents provided either mailing or email address as post survey contact information. A post survey consisting of 20 questions was mailed approximately three weeks after initial survey response time had ended.  The survey questions were designed to collect demographic information, initial perceptions of agriculture, knowledge of agriculture and evaluation of the learning experience. Questions were then ranked on a Likert scale; with responses, “strongly disagree”, “disagree”, “no opinion”, “agree” and “strongly agree”. In addition, closed-ended questions and three open-ended questions comprised the post survey. The results were summarized using descriptive statistics including means, percents, averages and casual-comparative or ex post facto design was employed to accomplish correlation comparisons between the two sets of data.

Results/Findings

The findings support the idea that experiential education is present at the agritourism venues in Tennessee. Knowledge, in almost all cases increased positively due to the visits and experiences at these agritourism venues. Pre-survey analysis shows a strong percentage of visitors are not confident in the safety of the United States food supply. However, they do believe that farm visits are educational and could change their opinion. Approximately 78% would recommend their on farm experience to others. Nearly 94% “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that agritourism visits were educational and provided a valuable learning experience. 

Conclusions

Agritourism has a great opportunity to impact consumer knowledge of the overall agriculture industry and can help to create a more positive perception. Through experiences visitors can form new knowledge and dispel common misconceptions. Participants who have hands-on experiences were allowed to reflect on that learning process which proved to be significant. Agritourism appears to have positively influenced consumer knowledge and/or perception of the agriculture industry through the on-farm experiences.

Implications/Recommendations

Agritourism venue owners have a unique opportunity to bridge an ever widening gap with their consumers by providing an education through their farm. Farm visits should be experiential in nature to align with those concepts of best learning practices based on the Experiential Learning Theory.  If consumers have a more positive perception and increased knowledge of the agriculture they will be more likely to make informed decision as it relates to the industry and not prey victim to organizations promoting anti-agriculture platforms. 
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