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Barriers to New Mexico Teacher’s Offering Science Credit
Introduction/Need for Research

Throughout the country states are endeavoring to integrate more science in their agriculture programs and offer science credit through agriculture courses (Thompson & Schumacher, 1998; Warnick & Thompson, 2007). With increased graduation requirements, has come a greater need for the integration of science in career and technology courses. Various disciplines, including science and agriculture science courses, relate to each other and share common information that the brain can recognize (Caine & Caine, 2006). Previous studies have found that the integration of science principles in agriculture courses resulted in higher learning from students (Osborne & Dyer, 1998; Chiasson & Burnett, 2001). 

Previous studies have gauged teachers’ perceptions of science integration, but no recent formal research has been done focusing on the state of New Mexico. The current adequate yearly progress (AYP) rankings reveal that nearly 87% of New Mexico’s schools are not making adequate progress under the federal No Child left Behind (NCLB) Act. When it comes to student proficiency, only 42% of New Mexico students perform at grade level in science (L. Behrens NM Public Education Department, personal communication, August 1, 2012). The purpose of this study was to determine perceived barriers to New Mexico agriculture science teachers offering science credit within their courses. This study addresses Research Priority Three of the American Association for Agricultural Education (AAAE) National Research Agenda – Sufficient Scientific and Professional Workforce That Addresses the Challenges of the 21st Century (Doerfert, 2011).

Conceptual Framework

The importance of teachers’ perceptions of science integration has been established by previous studies by Balschweid & Thompson (2002) and Warnick & Thompson (2007). The information obtained from this study is important to the development of teacher preparation programs, state in-service and academic accountability within New Mexico agricultural science programs. This information is vital for the integration of science concepts and the offering of science credit within the agriculture education curriculum.

Methodology

The target population for this study was New Mexico agricultural science teachers and programs. A list of all state agricultural science teachers was obtained from the New Mexico Public Education Department (PED). Subjects were selected based upon the criteria that they were teaching at least one agricultural science course. A modified version of Dillman’s Mail and Internet Surveys (2007) was used for data collection and correspondence with sample participants. The researcher contacted all New Mexico teachers (N=84) identified as teaching an agricultural course with a response rate of 72%. Teachers were asked in an open ended question format if they offered science credit in their courses and if not; what barriers they faced doing so? This research was part of a larger study on teacher confidence in the integration of science into agriculture courses.

Findings

	The first objective of this study was to determine how many programs in the state were offering science credit within their agriculture courses. 

	Number of Teachers Offering Science Credit

	Offering Science Credit
	f
	%

	Yes
	22
	36.8

	No
	36
	63.2



	Teachers identified several different barriers to the offering of offering science credit within their courses. The majority of respondents identified the lack of courses that fit with science credit (agricultural mechanics and agricultural leadership), a lack of administrative or school board support and district budget constraints as reasons for not offering science credit in their courses. In regards to administrative support one teacher responded “The administration doesn’t recognize the opportunity. The fact that teachers are now receiving grades for the state based on how well their student’s do on state tests, it is kind of discouraging to put your name on a list that has the lowest scores.” 

Several teachers identified that not being science certified was a barrier. Still, other respondents acknowledged that their inability to pass the science teacher certification test blocked the offering of science credit in their courses. A small group of teachers felt that the science teachers at their school would not support this idea and that the community was supportive of the program enough as it stood. One teacher noted that their students needed elective credit more than they needed science credit.

Conclusions

	The researcher found that the majority of New Mexico agriculture teachers were not offering science credit in their agriculture courses. Teachers identified several different obstacles to offering science credit. The most common barriers to this included the lack of “science heavy” courses, administrative or school board support and school budget concerns. Another major barrier was determined to be teacher’s not having the state science certification. Participants appeared mixed in their overall opinion of offering science credit in agriculture courses.

Implications

	This information is vital to the future of agricultural education in the state of New Mexico. State leaders, teacher preparation programs and district administrators should use these findings to support agricultural science programs. State leaders should examine each identified barrier and determine methods of developing a more comprehensive method of breaking down these barriers. This will allow for greater confidence and ability for teachers to teach science courses. Further, state leaders should work with college faculty as well, in an effort to better prepare teachers for the state science exam and evaluate courses and training for future teachers.
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