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Micro-Professional Development Institutes: In-service for the Pre-service Agriculture, Food and Natural Resource Teacher

Introduction

A common requirement of agriculture, food and natural resource (AFNR) teachers is the need for professional development. One of the drivers for professional development is the universal requirement for teachers to satisfy continuing education credits or CEUs. Furthermore, AFNR teachers are required to be knowledgeable about an immense amount of content that focuses on agriculture, food and natural resources. Consequently, AFNR teachers are constantly seeking out professional development opportunities. Many state AFNR teacher associations sponsor annual professional development institutes (PDIs) in order to aggregate a number of agriculture, food and natural resource topics into an easy to access program for teachers. This allows teachers to earn a number of CEUs in a breadth of topics that they can then integrate immediately back into their classrooms.

Pre-service AFNR teachers typically are not exposed to these in-service CEU opportunities until they are student teaching if at all. Additionally, pre-service AFNR teachers have a multitude of information sources for lesson plans, laboratories, classroom activities, curriculum plans, instructional technologies, and teaching techniques that were unheard of just 15 years ago. Pre-service teachers at [state university] take their methods and program-planning course their senior year prior to their student teaching. Prior to these courses pre-service student teachers have only taken general college of education courses. As a result, they were not aware of many of the resources available to them. Furthermore, they were not acculturated to the concept of professional development. Therefore, the instructors in the methods and program-planning course came up with the idea to incorporate a new feature into the courses called Micro-Professional Development Institutes or Micro-PDI.
Methodology

The methods course is a 5-credit semester long course taught during the fall semester. The programming-planning course is a 6-credit semester long course taught during the spring semester. Each course meets for lecture on Monday and Wednesday morning for 2.5 hours providing plenty of time to incorporate a new class feature. Micro-PDI was designed for pre-service AFNR teachers to learn how to navigate the multitude of resources on the Web, as well as traditional sources, to find new ideas and activities that they could share with their colleagues in their cohort. The first 15 minutes of class each day was devoted to the Micro-PDI.  A rotation for the semester was developed for both the methods (2010 fall semester) and programming-planning (2011 spring semester) course where each student was assigned a number of days that they were responsible for conducting the Micro-PDI. The goal was for each Micro-PDI to be something that other students could integrate into a classroom on “Monday morning” and that was also “cool”. The student in charge of the Micro-PDI had to locate a suitable topic, relevant materials, demonstrate the activity/lesson plan/laboratory, produce sufficient materials for their colleagues, where the activity is located (e.g. URL) and explain how the activity would meet content requirements of an AFNR program. The methods course instructor demonstrated several Micro-PDI at the beginning of the fall semester in order to model what the expectations were for the Micro-PDI. Students were required to have a section in their notebook, which was dedicated to the materials distributed during each Micro-PDI. There were no costs involved in the implementation of this study.
Results to Date

There were 30 lectures during the 2010 fall semester and 30 lectures during the 2012 spring semester that students conducted a Micro-PDI. There were 6 pre-service AFNR teachers in the 2010/2011 cohort. Consequently, each student conducted 10 Micro-PDIs during the academic year and was a student for an additional 50 Micro-PDIs. Each student ended up with complete materials for 60 classroom activities/laboratories/lesson plans that were appropriate for an AFNR program. Furthermore, each student had an additional 10 opportunities above and beyond microteaching lab requirements to conduct actual lessons. In addition, students learned first hand about a multitude of resources. As the academic year progressed students learned from each other about new and useful resources. Many of the on-line resources that they found were not even agriculture, food and natural resource education based Web sites. Students found numerous resources that were science education Web sites that had natural carry over to the AFNR classroom. One unexpected outcome was that both instructors learned a great deal from some of the activities that were found by the students. The topics of the Micro-PDI were very diverse. Some examples of the topics included: soda-pop calorimeter, disease transmission activity, potato chip production, U.S. drought monitor, USDA food dessert locator, best practices for PowerPoint, and the Prezi presenter. 

Implications

Students were very enthusiastic about the implementation of Micro-PDI into the courses. They appreciated learning new content above and beyond their coursework. By having a rotation where students were only responsible every 3rd week for a Micro-PDI they did not feel there was an undue burden. Also, students felt less pressure teaching a Micro-PDI as compared to instructional opportunities during their microteaching labs. Consequently, there was a carryover effect as the year progressed. As students did more Micro-PDIs they became more relaxed during their microteaching laboratories. In summary, both instructors of the methods and program-planning course found Micro-PDI experiences to be a positive contribution to both classes and are now a permanent part of the course requirements.
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