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Highlighting the Importance of Community Activities in Early Field Experience for Preservice Teachers

Introduction/Need for Innovation
Early field experience (EFE) is an essential component of successful preservice teacher programs in agricultural education departments (McLean & Camp, 2000; Myers & Dyer, 2004; Retallick & Miller, 2007). EFE opportunities have proven valuable for preservice teachers during the teacher education program (Myers & Dyer, 2004). McLean & Camp (2000) found that building relationships within the community is addressed in agricultural teacher education programs to build a successful school based agricultural education (SBAE) program. Dobbins and Camp (2003) found that several students reported programs addressing community relation topics during their EFE assignments. This poster displays opportunities to incorporate community relations during EFE in all areas included in the Total Agricultural Education program: FFA, SAE, and classroom instruction (Phipps et al., 2008). By incorporating these opportunities into EFE, preservice teachers should report being better prepared to participate in community events and partnerships during their internship and first year of teaching.

How It Works
EFE requires preservice teachers to investigate various aspects of agricultural education with a cooperating teacher in a selected school. Following the observation, preservice teachers are asked to reflect through assigned activities. In order to emphasize the need for agricultural educators to be involved within the community, preservice teachers are required to participate in an activity planned by the cooperating program that builds relationships between the agricultural educator and individuals outside of the classroom who support the SBAE program. This task can be accomplished in several ways during the EFE.
	
During a preservice teacher’s EFE, activities with the cooperating schools FFA chapter can assist in community development projects and prepare preservice teachers for their impending teaching experiences. Fundraising events provide an important opportunity for the chapter to raise funds and gain support from the community. A preservice teacher reflects on the value of the event to the community, the benefit of the fundraiser to the FFA chapter, the reactions of supporters, and the roles that the advisor and students play in coordinating the event. The PALS program provides an opportunity for preservice educators to observe the relationships built with elementary schools in the area; as well as the opportunity to recruit younger students into agricultural programs while simultaneously providing leadership experiences for FFA members. Reflection includes observations of the interactions between the older students and the younger students as well as the perceived benefits for the children defined by the teachers at each school. FFA alumni chapters also play an important role. The preservice teacher can interview these individuals or assist them in planning an event to help the chapter demonstrate the support this group in the community can provide.

Students with SAE programs often rely on members of the community when conducting entrepreneurship, placement, research, or exploratory projects. In an EFE, preservice teachers meet with the cooperating teacher and discuss ways to contact potential employers, as well as individuals in an industry who may have more expertise and are able to assist students with an SAE in a particular field. During the EFE, a preservice teacher can identify community resources needed by students and cooperating teacher to provide recommendations for projects the students can conduct during their SAE program.

Finally, members of the community also support SBAE classroom instruction. Preservice teachers can discuss with cooperating teachers how to arrange for guest speakers, or observe guest speakers in the classroom. Additionally, considering field trip opportunities or attending a field trip with the cooperating class may be beneficial. Preservice teachers can use these opportunities to discover ways in which they may provide students with information in areas outside of the educator’s expertise. Often, resources for laboratory activities may be provided by members of the community, such as cuts of meat from a butcher, or plants from a nursery; and preservice teachers can acquire these resources based on the needs of the cooperating classroom. Reflection activities would include information learned about the cooperating teacher’s management style and the agricultural educator’s responsibilities within the SBAE program.

Implications/Results to Date
Preservice teachers involved in a community-based activity during an EFE have reported less concerns regarding the incorporation of all aspects of school based agriculture education during their internship and first year teaching. The time spent during an EFE allows a preservice teacher to be better prepared for their internship and first year teaching. While not every preservice teacher was part of a community-based activity that relates to each component of the total Agricultural Education Model, each experience allows a preservice teacher to become familiar with the process of involving community members in their program. Within a preservice teacher’s reflection assignments, they are asked to reflect on how the experience will assist them in furthering their understanding of SBAE, and how they will use the gained experience in the future. Most students apply each experience to more than one component of the total Agricultural Education Model; showing their thought process of how each experience can benefit their overall understanding.

Advice to Others/Future Plans
It is recommended that each semester students be asked to submit reflective journals and assignments, which correspond with the goals for the teacher education program and the individual student’s needs. Each assignment should then be evaluated to determine if the cooperating school meets the previously established goals. Additionally, it is recommended that teacher education programs continue to enhance the EFE to meet the needs of new preservice and inservice agriculture teachers. Each preservice teacher should be given opportunities throughout the teacher education program to make application of their experiences during the EFE. This will allow them to practice their skills and begin to feel more comfortable making decisions and interacting with others when working in an agriculture education program. 

Resources Needed
In order to provide a quality experience for all preservice teachers, the cooperating schools that are chosen to host a preservice teacher should have strong community involvement in each of the three components of the total Agricultural Education Model. This should include community members, business and industry representatives, local government officials, and in some cases the local extension office. These relationships can serve as a vital lifeline for any school based agriculture education program. 
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