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National Quality Program Standards: More than Local Program Success

National Quality Program Standards (NQPS) allow secondary agricultural education teachers to evaluate their programs against a national standard (NCAE, 2009).  The NQPS were created to support teacher development and allow educators to evaluate areas within established agricultural education programs.  NQPS self-assessments were used as guidelines to help teachers identify areas of strength and those that need planned improvement (Newlin, 2008).  Researchers from the Ohio State University reported that several factors affected whether or not the teachers chose to participate in the self-evaluation process available through the NQPS.  Teachers who were more aware and interested were more likely to participate in the assessment as were teachers who had funding, support and/or time to participate.  The same researchers urged further investigation for both the usage of NQPS and the quality of agriculture education programs, based on NQPS, in other states (Ulrich & Whittington, 2011).  From these recommendations, this descriptive study utilized an online questionnaire and questions adapted from the NQPS assessment and applied previous research to <state> Secondary Agriculture Education teachers.

Conceptual Framework and Literature Review

According to the NQPS assessment, NQPS is focused on evaluating agriculture education programs for “relevant instruction, rigorous clear goals, continuous program improvement, and the development of essential skills for student success” (NCAE, 2009, p.2).  Previous researchers indicated secondary agriculture education teachers needed to continue developing both teaching and program quality (McKim & Saucier, 2011; Warner & Myers, 2011; Layfield & Dobbins, 2002).  Rogers (1983) Diffusion Theory delineated how ideas and technologies were adopted within a similar group of individuals.  As an innovation became more popular, the rate of adoption increased and the process became more widely accepted.  Researchers at the Ohio State used this theory to assess whether NQPS could be used not only to evaluate individual programs, but also to assess relationships between selected teacher characteristics, such as experience and salary, and willingness to adopt NQPS (Ulrich & Whittington, 2011).  The 2011 <state> legislature appropriated $257, 917 for improving agricultural education.  This appropriation included $500 to each agricultural education program completing the NQPS assessment.

Methods

The purpose of this project was to assess the extent to which <state> secondary agricultural educators were using NQPS assessment with emphasis on identifying best practices.  Objectives of the study were: 1) Determine the rate at which <state> agricultural educators were utilizing NQPS to evaluate their programs, and 2) Determine NQPS areas in which <state> agricultural educators excelled or were challenged.  Participation was voluntary and teachers were informed that results were confidential.  The survey was composed of multiple choice and Likert-type questions; questions were designed to obtain demographic information and to assess use and perceived value of NQPS.  Additional questions were developed based on the recommendations of Ulrich and Whittington (2011).  


Results

Fifty percent (n=45) of <state> secondary agricultural educators completed the survey; 87% (n=39) reported they were using the NQPS instrument to evaluate their program.  The number of years the respondents had taught agriculture education varied greatly within the sample: 38% (n=17) had taught 0-7 years; 15.5% (n=7) had taught 8-15 years; 11% (n=5) had taught 16-23 years; and 15.5% (n=7) had taught more than 24 years; nine respondents skipped the question.  Within program type, teachers within single teacher Ag Ed programs accounted for 87% (n=39) of the respondents and 13% (n=6) were in multi-teacher Ag Ed programs.  The mean enrollment reported by respondents was 66 students and the mean reported FFA membership was 44.  

Within standard one, Curriculum and Program Design, the mean rankings were 2.5 or above (4.0 scale) for each benchmark except articulated curriculum (1.88), documented lesson plans (2.31), equipment inventory (2.29), equipment maintenance (2.39), student’s SAE (2.19), student portfolios (2.19) and grading procedures (2.19).  For standard two, Experiential Learning, mean rankings were above 2.5 in each benchmark except teacher maintains accurate SAE records (2.37), continuous SAE instruction (2.30), and student SAE records (2.07).  Teachers reported non-existent or struggling scores in standard 3, Leadership Development for 100% FFA membership (2.00), student leadership plans (1.83), student participation in FFA (2.03), and FFA participation above local level (1.90).  Standard four was School and Community Partnerships.  In this standard, benchmarks with mean scores below 2.5 included community partner familiarities with program goals (2.27), and organized FFA Alumni (2.40).  Benchmarks below 2.5 in Marketing (standard five) included stakeholder familiarity (2.37), annual public relations program (2.30), communication plan (1.80), annual recruitment/retention (2.17), reporting program success to stakeholders (2.07), and relationships with decision makers (2.17).  Within standard six, Certification and Professional Growth, the benchmark means ranged from 2.93 to 4.0.  In contrast, the benchmarks for standard seven, Program Planning and Evaluation included means below 2.50 for all but one: advisory committee is reflective of local community (2.60).  A vast majority (86%) of respondents believed the NQPS would help them improve their program, but only 33% felt they had received adequate training to evaluate their program using NQPS.  More teachers in the 0-7 year experience range reported positive interest in using NQPS annually.

Conclusions and Recommendations

The large majority of responding secondary agricultural education teachers in <state> had utilized NQPS to self-assess their program.  The aggregate survey results indicated a statewide need for professional development related to program planning and evaluation (standard 7).  Additional emphasis is needed on leadership development and FFA recruiting strategies.  Most respondents reported they had a professional growth plan and participated in continuing education courses (standard 5), indicating a strong desire among educators to strengthen their own programming.  NQPS received an overall favorable rating among educators and should continue to be implemented nationwide.  Based on these findings and those from Ulrich and Whittington (2011), NQPS is helpful not only when evaluating individual programs but also to provide guidance for continuing education programs statewide.
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