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Enhancing Agricultural Education through Faculty Peer Mentorship in the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning

Introduction

The scholarship of teaching and learning can be defined as “the systematic reflection or study of teaching and learning made public” (McKinney, 2007, p. 12). Traditional responsibilities for faculty members include teaching, research, and service. Faculty within the discipline of agricultural education may naturally connect their responsibilities of research and teaching; however, faculty members within other disciplines of agriculture may not make this connection without intentional effort and guidance. Boyer’s (1990) model of scholarship indicates teaching as an integral component of scholarship for faculty members, encouraging the study of various teaching methods to determine best practice. Oftentimes, this scholarly approach to teaching comes from an issue within the current classroom, or the desire to develop a learning environment to better serve the students. Also incorporated within Boyer’s (1990) model is integration, promoting collaboration among disciplines. According to the National Research Agenda Priority 4 (Meaningful, Engaged Learning in all Environments), a key area of research focus should be to, “Deepen our understanding of effective teaching and learning processes in all agricultural education environments” (Doerfert, 2011, p. 9). Thus, to aid in the advancement of individual faculty members, as well as promote collaboration across disciplines within the College of Agricultural and Life Sciences, the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning group formed. 

How it works

The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) group was originally formed to provide faculty members who completed a teaching development course with an opportunity for continued growth. After its initial semester, the group was offered openly to faculty members within the college. Interested faculty members’ schedules are coordinated to enable a common meeting time approximately once per month. The group utilizes McKinney’s text, Enhancing Learning through the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (2007), as a guide for discussion and establishing a project. McKinney (2007) notes the overwhelming challenges of beginning to research from the SoTL perspective, including:

finding and narrowing the research topic and moving to research questions, crossing from scholarly teaching to SoTL, finding and using appropriate extant literature, handling ethical issues and obtaining Institutional Review Board review, coping with time limitations and/or insufficient resources, finding others with whom to collaborate and doing so well, making measurement and methodical choices, analyzing and interpreting data, finishing the work and making it public, and getting the work to count. (pp. 25-26) 

Faculty members within agricultural education can serve as a peer mentor through this process to faculty new to the concept of scholarly research focused on teaching. Likewise, agricultural education faculty members can benefit from the consistent accountability provided through the group setting. The SoTL group established a community within the college where questions can be asked and advice provided for incorporating research with teaching. 
Results to date

Although the participation in the group varies from semester to semester dependent upon each faculty members’ teaching schedule and other commitments, anywhere from 5-15 members have participated in the SoTL group. A core group of 5 have consistently utilized the group for accountability and continue to build upon their original project. Three faculty members have presented their SoTL research at professional conferences, including the American Association for Agricultural Education (AAAE), the North American Colleges and Teachers of Agriculture (NACTA) Conference, and the SLOAN Consortium Conference. 

Future plans

The SoTL group will continue to meet, offering an open invitation to faculty members at the beginning of each semester. Collaboration between participating faculty will continue to be encouraged, as well as the opportunity for available assistance in completing designed project related to the SoTL. 

Resources

[bookmark: _GoBack]To support faculty engaged in the SoTL group, the College administration offers a $500 travel grant to faculty members presenting SoTL research at a professional conference. Other resources for the group include the purchase of the McKinney (2007) text for each new member of the SoTL group, which is also supported by the administration. Finally, a staff member provides the logistical support for the SoTL group. Individual SoTL projects may have required some addition funding for instrumentation, transcription, etc., based on the nature of the project.
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