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By Choice, Not by Chance Art Gallery Exhibit

Introduction/Need for Innovation or Idea

According to Donald (2006), art is universal to all societies and can provide a teaching medium that bridges the multiple facets of students at the university and enhance their understanding.  It could be assumed that this understanding does not eliminate students of agricultural education. Agricultural education has often described the act of teaching as a form of art (Cano, 1999; Williams, 1997). At the same time, agricultural education has utilized the word “art” in various tones throughout history. In 2000, Conroy and Kelsey identified curriculum mapping as a “hard art” (p 16). History provides that agricultural education enhanced the arts in their instruction (Hillison, 1998). However, agricultural education has not showcased their creativity as art. 

A positive correlation is made among people’s understanding and fluidness of culture, economics, society, and education with their enjoyment of art (Heilbrun & Gray, 2001). Individuals may not understand the context of the artwork and be incapable of interpreting its cultural significance, but still be able to enjoy certain aspects of a piece (Davies, 2000). Many educators acknowledge the enjoyment in art as an opportunity to connect learners to major objectives. In the field of human resources, educators turn to artifacts from popular culture as a technique to teach leadership (Callahan & Rosser, 2007). Student assessment scores in mathematics and reading were enhanced when teachers used art to enhance their lessons (Willett, 1992). Through art, agricultural education has the opportunity to educate the public about the profession and change a social perception.

How It Works/Methodology

This innovative idea was put into action during a Fall 2010 Foundations of Teaching Agricultural Education course. At the beginning of the semester, students were charged to explore perceptions and awareness that the general public has about their profession. Students focused their interviewing population to university students, faculty, and staff, all of whom were outside the College of Agriculture. Results from their findings indicated an overwhelming lack of knowledge and understanding of the profession. To provide an opportunity to educate the public, the students were assigned to organize, create, and facilitate an art show, including the development of the art on display. The objectives of the art show were to portray self-interpretation of their academic major - agricultural education; and to educate the public about the agricultural education profession. 

A Carnegie library was reserved to showcase the artwork. In order to advertise the event, students designed, printed, and distributed over 500 flyers in local businesses and throughout the campus. Faculty from the College of Agriculture received personal invitations to attend and participate. Graduate students were invited to develop and present researched documentaries. In order to enhance the learning and hold students accountable, a scoring rubric was developed for the quality of the art work created and the student defense of each piece. To determine if learning occurred, viewing guests would submit a pre and post-viewing definition of what their interpretation of agricultural education is. Furthermore, guests were asked to provide reflection of their favorite exhibits.

Results to Date/Implications

	The show was named the “By Choice, Not By Chance Art Gallery Exhibit”. An audience of over 120 came to the inaugural art show. Faculty members from Animal Science and Forestry also showcased and defended work at the show while additional faculty members from throughout the university attended. Two researched documentaries were presented to open the event. Students displayed and defended their piece throughout the two-hour event. Attendees of the event were asked to write reflections of their favorite art pieces. The reflections were shared on the last day of the course. During the exhibit, students displayed and defended their works by articulating its various aspects to their field. The students received credit based on their ability to provide meaning and connection of the art to their profession.                                                                                                                                                                             

The production and viewing of art helped the viewer’s mindset of agricultural education through perception, working memory, spatial attention, and episodic recall. The students exercised numerous cognitive components in the development and defense of their artwork. Students producing works of art reflect not only on their definition and interpretation of their career fields, but also on their identity and the culture from which they came. This opportunity to defend their profession allowed the students to produce a representation of their profession and gain confidence in expressing their beliefs, this, coincidentally, was the purpose of the course. 

Future Plans/Advice to Others

This showcase begins a new tradition for future students of the course to continue educating the public about their profession. Each year, students will continue the art showcase as the instructional method for this task. As the showcase continues, the demographics of students enrolling in agricultural education will become more diverse; in turn, strengthening its purpose and justifying its need in today’s schools. If changes were to occur, the event would be synchronized with organized art hops that take place periodically in the town.

Cost/Resources Needed

Expenses for the showcase were minimal. The cost of materials used in the art pieces was the individual student’s responsibility. However, students were provided the opportunity to sell their work. Incurred costs not covered by the students are those for drinks and h’orderves at the public exhibit, and printing cost of the flyer. The art gallery selected for the exhibit provided display settings and any other materials needed to enhance the art along with a formal atmosphere. In addition the use of the Carnegie library was free to organizations affiliated with education.
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