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Field Trips in Preservice Teacher Education: Improving Experiences in Technical Agriculture

Introduction/Need for Innovation

Preservice teachers’ educational experiences hold great weight in the teaching quality later exhibited (Knobloch & Whittington, 2002; McGhee & Cheek, 1990).  In an effort to best prepare preservice teachers for careers in teaching, the majority of agricultural education teacher preparation programs are composed of four dimensions: general education, professional education, field-centered experiences, and technical agriculture content (Roberts & Kitchel, 2010).  However, an increasingly distant relationship between students and the agriculture industry has led to a teaching workforce that is unfamiliar with aspects of technical agriculture (Houck & Kitchel, 2010; National Research Council, 2009).  Teacher preparation students have held high value in technical agriculture experiences (Lawver & Torres, 2011; McGhee & Cheek, 1990), and have reported that experience in technical agriculture helped them feel more efficacious when teaching (Knobloch & Whittington, 2002).  A responsibility of teacher preparation programs is to provide preservice teachers with experiences in technical agriculture (AAAE, 2001).  Field trips to local agricultural businesses offer a method of incorporating technical agriculture experiences into preservice teacher education programs, thereby enhancing students’ knowledge of technical agriculture before they enter the teaching profession.

How it Works

Two local agribusinesses were contacted and agreed to host [University]’s preservice agriculture teachers.  Each agribusiness was provided a set of learning objectives, and they then developed an educational visit based upon the objectives.  At each agribusiness, a representative discussed industry best practices, current and future trends in their industry, and how their business decisions impacted profits.  In addition to the aforementioned discussions, the preservice teachers were given the opportunity to observe various industry practices such as grafting trees and cheese making.  The field trips were conducted in one day with the following schedule: agribusiness one – 8:00am to 12:00pm, lunch – 12:00pm to 1:00pm, agribusiness two – 1:00pm to 5:00pm.      

To maximize the field trip as a learning opportunity, Myers and Jones’s (2003) field trip planning model was utilized.  The model consists of three parts: (a) pre-trip, (b) trip, and (c) post-trip.  Before the field trips, the preservice teachers were provided a field trip guide that contained questions related to the learning objectives, given instructions related to logistics, and informed of the experiences to anticipate.  The preservice teachers were also informed that during the field trips they were expected to actively participate by asking questions related to school-based agricultural education and agriculture industry practices.  During the field trips, the educators took on a role similar to that of a secondary agriculture teacher with a group of students on a field trip in order to model this behavior for preservice teachers.  The educators asked the agribusiness representatives clarifying questions and expanded on how the technical agriculture concepts and experiences could be utilized in a secondary classroom.  After the field trips, the agricultural educators and the preservice teachers reflected upon their field trip experiences.  Preservice teachers were encouraged to share technical agriculture misconceptions discovered in light of their new experiences, knowledge that was gained in technical agriculture and pedagogy, and how they planned to utilize their new knowledge in a secondary classroom.                 

Results to Date/Implications

Following the two agribusiness field trips, students completed a brief survey designed to gather their perceptions regarding the trips.  Students found both trips to be of educational value, with averages of 3.71 and 3.91 on a five-point scale.  Specifically, students felt that the field trip to the tree farm was most valuable in providing networking opportunities to be used in the future.  They felt that the trip to the creamery was most helpful in providing content knowledge and developing their understanding of agribusiness.  Open responses from the students expressed that they learned about how the agribusinesses have evolved to adapt to changing economic trends, and appreciated learning about the technical processes involved in each industry.  Students also mentioned that incorporating a hands-on application into each field trip would be beneficial; many reported that they would have liked to propagate trees and participate in making cheese.

Student responses also supported the need for field trips in technical agriculture.  One student requested to see the cows being milked at the creamery, implying a lack of understanding of the milking schedule adhered to by dairy farms.  Conversations at the farm indicated that some students did not previously understand the relationship between calf production and milk production.  These informal findings imply that students not only lacked technical knowledge before the field trip, but utilized the field trip as a learning experience to gain a more holistic understanding of the industry’s practices.    

Future Plans/Advice to Others

Based on feedback provided by the preservice teachers during the post-trip reflection and the field trip survey, the authors plan to continue to use agribusiness field trips as a means of incorporating technical agricultural knowledge and experience in the preservice teacher education program.  It is recommended that the field trips occur early in the students’ program, as student teaching concerns may hinder the learning occurring at field trips held later in the program.  The teacher educator must appropriately prepare students for the field trips through preparatory activities, as well as encourage reflection with post-trip activities.  Additionally, the teacher educator must have adequate knowledge of local agricultural industries, and be willing to network in order to build relationships with agribusinesses.  Collaboration with agribusinesses to set up field trips should include a focus on student learning objectives in order to ensure the field trips are educationally beneficial.  Teacher educators should secure transportation for all students throughout the field trips, and make arrangements for meals at appropriate times.

Costs/Resources Needed

To implement the field trips, adequate time is needed to develop learning objectives, field trip learner guides, coordinate class logistics, and to plan learning experiences with the agribusinesses.  Field trip costs will vary depending on location of the teacher education program and the agribusiness.  The direct cost to the [University] for the two agribusiness visits were 12 and 15 passenger rental vans at a rate of $131 per van, and approximately $45 of fuel per van.        
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