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Determining Middle School Teachers’ Knowledge of [state] Performance Standards

Introduction
The number of middle school agricultural education programs continues to increase as school districts across the country see the many advantages of the curriculum and the impact programs and FFA chapters have on students in grades 6-8. One could argue that the agricultural education curriculum can positively impact students’ understanding of a myriad of concepts related to math, science, social studies, and the arts.  

Currently, [state] has over 70 middle schools with programs that explore agriculture and related careers using the “Total Program” model. The agricultural education program on the middle school level keeps students interested in learning, provides real-life connections in the classroom and laboratory experiences, and promotes the idea that success in the future starts now (Gibbs, 2005, p 7). In addition to agricultural literacy and career exploration, research has proven that middle school agricultural education curriculum can create an interest in science and aid students in performing at a higher level on state mandated examinations. According to Stevens, Duncan, Navarro and Ricketts (2009), the percentage of students meeting or exceeding the standards in science on the Criterion-Referenced Competency Test (CRCT) test were consistently higher (and sometimes significantly higher) in schools with agricultural education programs during two consecutive school years. “The CRCT program is designed to measure student acquisition of the knowledge, concepts, and skills set forth in the state curriculum. The testing program serves a dual purpose: 1) diagnosis of individual student and program strengths and weaknesses as related to instruction of the [state] Performance Standards, and 2) a measure of the quality of education in the state” (Cox, 2007, p. 3).

On the local level, how informed are middle school teachers (academic) on the performance standards for agricultural education? More importantly, do academic teachers see the connection between their curriculum and that of the agricultural education program? Can the agricultural education curriculum reinforce topics in science, math, social studies and language arts? One local school system sought to answer a cadre of questions in order to better understand academic teachers’ knowledge of [state] performance standards and determine methods to be used to strengthen collaboration between teachers. 

Methodology
The middle school agricultural education teacher at Screven County, [state] middle school sought to assess middle school teachers’ knowledge of the [state] agricultural education standards and the agricultural education curriculum. The teacher developed an on-line survey consisting of seven yes/no questions and one open-ended question. Teachers were invited to participate in this study. Forty-one teachers participated in this study. 

Results
Results showed that 41 (100%) of the teachers were aware of the agricultural education program and 35 (85%) were aware of the [state] performance standards for agricultural education. Of those who were aware of the standards, only 8 (23%) had examined the standards. All 41 teachers believed that student achievement would increase if topics presented in academic classes were reinforced in enrichment (agricultural education) classes. Additionally, 38 (93%) teachers said they would utilize agriculture classes to help reinforce standards taught in their academic classes, but only seven (17%) indicated they had sought help from the agriculture education department to reinforce a topic presented in your class.

As an outcome of this study, the agricultural education teacher chose to be proactive and address the issues highlighted in the results by building a three step program. First, the agricultural education teacher coordinated a meeting to share the [state] agricultural education standards with teachers representing each academic department, and collect standards from each department head. Teachers were asked to review the agricultural education standards and determine if there was overlapping curriculum. 

Second, the agricultural education teacher organized a second meeting where teachers brought back specific academic concepts they felt the agriculture department should cover in order to assist their students in understanding a cadre of topics. The agricultural education teacher developed a series of new lesson plans that reflected the academic teachers’ need areas. The following are specific examples: 6th Grade Math: Perimeter, volume & area; 8th Grade Math: Probability; 6th Grade Science: Properties of the soil; 8th Grade Science: Electricity; 7th Grade ELA: Sentence structure; and 7th Grade Science: Animal cells. 

Third, the agricultural education teacher developed the “weakest link” program. As part of the program a blog was created that allowed the academic teachers to post specific areas their students were struggling in each week. With this knowledge all teachers were able to collaborate and assist their students with challenging content.

Conclusions/Recommendations
Results from this study indicate that the majority of teachers at Screven County, [state] middle school are aware of the [state] performance standards for agricultural education but less than 25% had examined the standards. It is encouraging to note that 93% of the teachers indicated they would utilize agricultural education classes to help reinforce standards taught in academic classes. One should also note that academic teachers were interested in collaborating with the agricultural education teacher and took the time to pair standards and provide specific examples where their students were struggling (i.e. math and science concepts specific to each grade level). 

The researcher recommends that middle and high school agricultural education teachers develop similar collaborative efforts with academic teachers and administrators as to ascertain the knowledge level of state and national standards so all educators can work more closely to serve the needs of the students. By understanding the knowledge base of teachers and creating a seamless channel of communication (i.e. Blog), teachers are able to identify content students are struggling with and determine which departments can collaborate to resolve student deficiencies in a timely manner. It is also recommended that teachers develop support groups between grade levels and the agricultural education department. This would also assist teachers in identifying where students are struggling and enable teachers to pinpoint which department(s) has the resources to meet the students’ needs.  
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