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Becoming an Ag Teacher: Student Teachers Speak

Introduction and Conceptual/Theoretical Framework
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe teacher resilience of preservice high school educators.  Thieman, Henry, and Kitchel (2012) reported agricultural educators who possess resilience will have the ability to meet challenges and adversity, respond in an appropriate manner, and continue to be effective professionals.  One of the key components of adult resilience, in light of early adversity, seems to be access to necessary resources along with lacking developmental delays (Masten et al., 2004).  Furthermore, adult response to adverse situations are directed by their experiences from youth related to; familial environment, early socioeconomic status, and genetic predisposition among others. 

This study was part of a larger study investigating preservice teacher resilience.  The study of resilience has a theoretical base in positive psychology which focuses on positive attributes and potential rather than negative aspects of an individual (Snyder & Lopez, 2009). Three different knowledge bases have been established regarding teacher resilience; a multidimensional approach of merged personal and environmental factors (Gu & Day, 2007), a strategic approach of adaptation (Patterson, Collins, & Abbott, 2004), and a combined approach, used for this study, that utilizes aspects of both previous resilience strategies(Castro, Kelly, & Shih, 2010).  Castro, et al. (2010) identified teachers as “active agents, adopting various strategies to find balance and achievement in the face of adversity, often caused by minimal resources and challenging working conditions” (p.623).  

Methodology
Creswell (2007) and Yin (2009) guided the phenomenological qualitative design in addition to the data analysis and procedures of this study.  The population for the study was preservice teachers who completed their student teaching internship in April, 2011 at [University].  A sample of eight (n=8) preservice teachers enrolled in a teaching methods course (N=16) agreed to participate in an interview.  One primary and one secondary researcher coded the data set from the interviews and delineated themes jointly to provide consensual validation of analysis.  Data were collected at the completion of the student teaching experience through an interview and field notes.

Results/Findings
Three themes were identified and developed from the interviews held at completion of the preservice teacher’s student teaching experience.  The themes indicate the preservice teachers have entered into a phase of their lives where uncertainty is an undercurrent and they are actively building an identity as an educator.  

Positive, essential relationships are key to success as an agricultural educator
Preservice teachers identified multiple sources of support throughout their student teaching experiences. One teacher described; “my sister and my mom [are sources of support], I always get good advice from my sister [because] she’s a teacher, too.” Another teacher relied upon his peers; “I’d say my main source of support [throughout student teaching] was visiting with other student teachers regularly because we were all in the same position.” Teachers struggled to solidify a definition for how their relationships look with program stakeholders, i.e. future administration, students, and parents. Generally, elements of trust and respect were highlighted,; one teacher described; “You have to have the respect from the students. I mean, I don’t feel like you get respect till you give respect.  I think it’s very important.”  

Teaching agriculture is a calling that requires a high level of commitment
The teachers identified myriad of influences throughout youth and early adulthood leading them to choose agricultural education, including: experiences with youth organizations (FFA and 4-H) and high school agriculture, identifying an internal calling to teach, and family member in the profession. One teacher described; “I had a really good experience in high school and I decided that I wanted to become an ag teacher. My teachers and parents encouraged me to become an ag teacher because of that.” Teachers expressed having a lack of perspective on the magnitude of the profession and commitment level required prior to the  student teaching experience, “[I was not prepared for] the activity level through the day and the how there is something different every day. It’s not just a seven hour day; you’re there late a lot.” 

Seeking to align vision of an ideal agricultural educator with perceived personal attributes.
The uncertainty previously described may be a result of the impossibly high standards held of what it means to be a good agriculture teacher. Reoccurring items of focus for the preservice teachers were; establishing credibility (students, community), competence as a teacher, and gaining respect from program stakeholders. “One thing that I’ve struggled with throughout student teaching and I just want to continue getting better was uh…clarity…and just givin’ directions and instructions.” Student teachers were able to assess and relate tangible skills needed to succeed by their measure as a future teacher of agriculture. One preservice teacher noted that; “I used a lot of examples from what I grew up with [on the farm] during student teaching.”  

Discussion
The pressure to perform and develop as a professional during the induction phase of teaching agriculture can be difficult for preservice teachers to define.  Student teachers recognized importance in the development of good relationships for support as a teacher.  It is imperative for novice educators to develop positive relationships within the school environment to foster support for the struggles they face.  Teacher education programs should facilitate identification of those people and expose students to context-specific relationship building skills. 

Teaching agriculture requires significant commitment which can lead to doubt and uncertainty.  Teacher development programs should elicit a realistic picture of job requirements, encourage development of time management skills, and capitalize on teachers’ passion for the profession they were called to.  Student teachers should be guided to assume realistic expectations for their accomplishments during the first few years of teaching over a need to succeed in all aspects of the job.  Furthermore, they should be exposed to a variety of high school programs and teachers through early field experiences to aid in the development of their individual educational philosophy.  The reality of the first year of teaching created uncertainty and anticipation in our preservice teachers.  Resilience to effectively manage this dynamic can be developed through diverse and quality experiences in the teacher preparation process, hopefully resulting in the retention of more high quality agriculture teachers (Schroeder, 2006).
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