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Does Mentoring Matter? 
An Evaluation of Mentoring Provided by Cooperating Teachers in Agricultural Education
Introduction/Need for Research
Agricultural education is experiencing a shortage of highly qualified teachers. In fact, it is estimated that hundreds of positions will go unfilled this year (Teach Ag Campaign, n.d.). This shortage can be attributed to a combination of factors: too few students pursuing a degree in agricultural education, an inadequate number of students choosing to become agricultural educators, early career teachers leaving agricultural education for other careers, and an increase in retirements among veteran teachers. Unfortunately, this issue is not new to the profession. Over thirty years ago, Parmley, Bowen, and Warmbrod (1979) researched this issue. At that time, they concluded that there was not necessarily a shortage of agricultural education program graduates, but rather a shortage of program graduates choosing to enter the teaching profession. 

Such conclusions encourage one to explore why that may be the case. One factor known to impact a student’s decision to teach agriculture is the student teaching experience. If a pre-service teacher has a positive experience, they are more likely to initially choose to teach and are more likely to be retained in the teaching field (Waterman & He, 2011). However, in some situations, students’ intention to teach decreases from beginning to end of the student teaching experience (Roberts, Greiman, Murphy, Ricketts, & Harlin, 2009). Without question, the single greatest influence on the student teaching experience is the cooperating teacher. Often, the cooperating teacher sets the tone for the mentor/mentee relationship and influences the pre-service teacher’s growth and development during the experience (Weasmer & Woods, 2003).  Ideally, the cooperating teacher should be committed to their position as a mentor, be accepting of the mentee, skilled at providing instructional support, effective in different interpersonal contexts, model being a continuous learner and be able to communicate hope and optimism (Rowley, 1999).  
Conceptual Framework
Peter Hudson’s (2004) five-factor model of mentoring provided the framework for this study. Hudson’s research, addressing mentoring practices utilized in the preparation of science teachers, led to development of the model which includes five categories of mentoring practices: Personal Attributes, System Requirements, Pedagogical Knowledge, Modeling and Feedback.

Methodology
This study utilized descriptive survey research methods. The population consisted of undergraduate Agricultural Education students in the North Central region of AAAE, who completed student teaching during Fall 2011 or Spring 2012. Student information was received from teacher educators at each of the respective universities. Near the conclusion of student teaching, student teachers were contacted via email and asked to complete an online questionnaire. The instrument was adapted, with permission, from Hudson’s Mentoring for Effective Primary Science Teaching (MEPST) instrument. Because of the documented validity and reliability of the MEPST, no additional efforts were made to address these factors. A five-point Likert scale was used, and offered the following options:  strongly agree, agree, uncertain, disagree, and strongly disagree.  The questionnaire also included seven demographic items and two open-ended questions regarding the student teaching experience. 
 
Findings
Of the 168 student teachers contacted, a total of 73 representing 14 institutions within the North Central Region of AAAE, completed the questionnaire (43% response rate). The majority of respondents were female (n = 55, 74%), and nearly 95 percent were between 21 and 25 years of age. Conversely, approximately two-thirds of cooperating teachers were male (n = 49, 67%), with over 50 percent estimated to be over 36 years of age. 

Items were analyzed based on Hudson’s constructs of Pedagogical Knowledge (M = 4.21, SD = .80), Feedback (M = 4.18, SD = .65), Modeling (M = 4.35, SD = .70), Personal Attributes (M = 4.39, SD = .74), and Systems Requirements (M = 4.15, SD = .94). When analyzed item-by-item, the five highest mean ratings included: seemed comfortable talking with me about agricultural education (M = 4.67, SD = .71), was effective in teaching agriculture (M = 4.49, SD = .60), provided oral feedback on my agricultural teaching  (M = 4.51, SD = .75), observed me teaching agriculture (M = 4.51, SD = .69), and used hands-on teaching approaches (M = 4.45, SD = .77). The five items with the lowest mean ratings included: assisted me with assessment of students’ learning (M = 4.12, SD = .90), had well-designed learning activities for the agriculture students (M = 4.08, SD = 1.00), provided written feedback on my agriculture teaching (M = 4.08, SD = 1.00), gave me clear guidance for planning my agricultural lessons (M = 3.93, SD = 1.03), and reviewed my agricultural lessons (M = 3.67, SD = 1.07).

Overall, student teachers agreed with the following statement, “I am satisfied with the mentoring I received from my cooperating teacher” (M = 4.34, SD = .95). Over half of the respondents (n = 38, 52%) strongly agreed with the statement, “I plan to go into the teaching profession as an agricultural educator upon graduation.” Nine student teachers (12%) agreed with that statement, four (6%) disagreed, and two (3%) strongly disagreed. Twenty students (27%) were uncertain as to their plans. 
Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
Overall, student teachers perceived cooperating teachers provided higher levels of mentoring in the areas of Personal Attributes and Modeling factors. This suggests that cooperating teachers generally possess the personal skills needed to support the assigned student teacher and demonstrate appropriate teaching competencies, classroom management, etc. (Duah, 2011). However, findings suggest lower levels of mentoring are provided in the areas of Pedagogical Knowledge, Feedback, and Systems Requirements. Specifically, three of the lowest rated items related to giving guidance for planning, reviewing lessons, and providing written feedback. 

While areas for improved mentoring exist, many students are satisfied with the mentoring received. However, nearly 30 percent of students were still uncertain as to whether or not they would pursue teaching. This finding, consistent with research by Roberts et al (2009), suggests that more must be done to encourage student teachers to pursue teaching. Perhaps, increased training for cooperating teachers in the five-factors of mentoring would help strengthen the student teaching experience, and in turn, reduce student uncertainty with the profession. 

Additional research into the perceptions and needs of agricultural education students would also be beneficial in providing greater insight into why some students chose (or chose not) to teach.  Such information may prove especially beneficial when addressing recruitment and retention issues in the profession. 
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