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The Perceived Benefits of Mentoring Programs on Stress Levels for Female Agricultural Education Teachers

Introduction
The agriculture education profession has witnessed growth in the percent of women teachers. According to a 1987 study, women held 5.1% of agricultural education positions in the United States (Knight, 1987). In 2009, data shows that 53% of newly qualified teachers were female (Kantrovich, 2010). While the number of women inservice and preservice agricultural education teachers is increasing, a shortage still exists of qualified teachers to fill existing and future secondary agricultural education positions (Kantrovich, 2010). This is due to the fact that new and/or beginning teachers leave the profession early in their careers (Myers, Dyer, & Washburn, 2005). Many studies have focused on teacher attrition and indicated teachers are at risk of leaving the profession early in their careers (Kelsey, 2006; Myers, Dyer, & Washburn, 2005). Female teachers have a higher likelihood of leaving the profession than their male peers (Kelsey, 2006; Thompson, 1986). School systems have developed a cadre of strategies to address teacher attrition rates. One such strategy is mentoring programs. Mentors are described as individuals with experience who are committed to providing support to a mentee (Kram, 1985). Recent research has determined that a positive relationship exists between mentor/mentee if the program is implemented correctly (Foor, R. M., & Cano, J., 2012; Burris, S., Kitchel, T., Greiman, B. C., & Torres, R. M. 2006).  
Theoretical Framework
Kirby and Grissmer (1993) explain four factors affecting their theory of teacher attrition including the development of human capital over time, the uncertainty and incomplete information available to new teachers about the true demands of the job, life-cycle factors, and circumstances that lead to involuntary attrition. While each factor plays an important role in teacher attrition, the factor of having incomplete information is most easily influenced at the pre-service level if specific items can be identified for attention. The uncertainty/incomplete information factor of the teacher attrition theory explains early attrition as resulting from new information gained about the true costs and benefits of a job compared to an alternative job and divides these characteristics into inspection characteristics, which can be observed prior to accepting a position, and specific characteristics, which are only experienced on the job (Kirby & Grissmer, 1993). By taking a broad look at the entire southeast, and identifying responsibilities that cause greater stress for female teachers, the researchers can target them and work to develop realistic expectations of pre-service teachers, and develop suitable support for teachers so as to decrease the negative impact of specific characteristics as defined by Kirby and Grissmer (1993).  
Methodology
The purpose of this census study is to develop an understanding of the impact mentor/mentee programs have on a set of specific challenges female agricultural education teachers face throughout the Southeast (NAAE Region V). Specific research objectives are as follows: 1). Catalogue demographics of female teachers in the Southeast; and 2). Identify the perceived benefit of mentoring programs related to stress levels among female agricultural education teachers. The questionnaire was developed and modified from previous research on female agricultural education teachers by Foster (2001). 
Participants were contacted via email with a link to an online questionnaire developed using the Dillman, Smyth, and Christian (2009) Tailored Design Method. Of the 505 teachers contacted, 423 had active email accounts. Follow-up prompts for participation were delivered at 2 week intervals. In all, 244 (58%) of the accessible population of female agricultural education teachers completed the questionnaire. The data associated with the research was analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SSPS 14.0). For this study, non-response bias was evaluated by comparing early and late respondents through an independent samples t-test.  Based on the findings, the sample data was determined to be representative of the population from which it was drawn
Results
Objective one sought to catalogue demographics of female teachers in the Southeast. Participant responses indicated 94% of respondents were white, 3% were Black, and 3% were Hispanic. Only 9% of respondents were less than 25 years old. The largest age category was 25-34 years (46%), followed by 45-54 years (20%) and 35-44% (19%). Master’s degrees were held by the greatest number of participants (47%) followed by Bachelor’s degrees (42%), Specialist degrees (9%) and finally, Doctorates (2%). The majority of participants were currently married or in committed relationship (75% combined).
Objective two sought to identify the perceived benefit of mentoring programs related to stress levels among female agricultural education teachers. Teachers were asked to indicate on a 5-point Likert scale how much stress each item caused where 1=very low stress and 5=very high stress. Ninety-two teachers indicated participating in a mentoring program. Of those, 57% indicated Preparing CDE teams was most stressful. This was followed by Preparing Proficiency Applications (55%), and Paperwork/Reports (56%). The least stressful item reported was Lack of Spousal Support (71%).
 Forty-three teachers indicated never participating in a mentoring program. The most stressful item for this group was Preparing Proficiency Applications (70%) followed by Paperwork/Reports (56%), and Preparing CDE Teams (55%). The least stressful item reported was Lack of State Support (79%).
Conclusions and Recommendations
The researchers found the majority (54%) of the women were ages 34 or younger.  In a study conducted by Chenevey, Ewing, and Whittington (2008), the researchers found older agricultural education teachers were less stressed than young agricultural education teachers.  Perhaps the younger age of participants in this study affected the amount of stress levels reported.  It is also worth noting that the majority of the female participants in this study were married (71%) with children (61%).  Therefore, these women have several roles: wife, mother, and professional.  As found in a study by Okpara, Squillance, and Erondu (2005), women face the challenge of splitting their time between professional and family responsibilities, which can significantly increase stress levels.  
Hi stressors identified for both groups included completing paperwork and reports, preparing proficiency applications, and preparing CDE teams. It must be noted that 70% of teachers who didn’t participate in a mentoring program identified preparing proficiency applications at the highest stressor compared to 55% of those who are/were involved in a mentoring program. These stressors have been identified in previous studies, which site excessive paperwork, working overtime, meeting deadlines, and not enough personal time as contributing to job stress (Torres, Lawver, and Lambert, 2009; Klassen & Chiu (2010). Increasing the number of mentoring programs across the region has the potential to reduce the high stress associated with preparing proficiency applications and other paperwork. 
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