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Putting It In Perspective: Using the Teaching Perspectives Inventory as a Teaching Tool

Introduction/Need

Students’ reasons for choosing to pursue a career in agricultural education can be as diverse as the industry of agriculture itself. Nonetheless, often when pre-service teachers are asked about their motivation, it seems that general themes emerge. Many students indicate they are passionate about the content area of agriculture, wish to educate the misinformed/uneducated about the importance of agriculture, or perhaps, were influenced by a parent, teacher, or FFA officer. Others mention the desire to provide youth leadership development for students involved in the FFA and make a difference in the lives of others. 

However, many pre-service teachers struggle to move beyond those typical themes when initially charged with developing a statement of their teaching philosophy. Without a doubt, articulating a teaching philosophy is a difficult task for some veteran agricultural educators. Imagine facing that task as a freshman or sophomore in college… Where to begin? Perhaps, by first exploring basic “teaching perspectives” that incorporate actions, beliefs and intentions related to teaching, the task won’t seem so daunting.

According to Pratt, Collins, and Selinger (2001), 

People unfamiliar with the concept of ‘perspectives’ sometimes confuse them with ‘teaching styles’ or even ‘teaching methods’, but perspectives are more fundamental and penetrating. It is important to note that no perspective is either good or bad, and that excellent forms of teaching can occur within each of them – as can poor teaching (p. 2).

To introduce students to the concept of teaching perspectives and provide a user-friendly resource for self-analysis and reflection, the Teaching Perspectives Inventory (TPI) was utilized as a teaching tool with agricultural education students enrolled in a foundational Career and Technical Education course. 

How It Works

The Teaching Perspectives Inventory is a 45-item instrument designed to help current or future teachers identify the perspective, or “lens” through which they view teaching. Specifically, the TPI utilizes a 5-point Likert-type scale to assess an individual’s actions, beliefs, and intentions related to teaching. Once completed, a personalized report is produced which identifies an individual’s dominant teaching perspective(s). There are five potential perspectives, each listed and further defined below: 
Transmission: Effective teaching requires a substantial commitment to the content or subject matter. 
Apprenticeship: Effective teaching is a process of socializing students into new behavioral norms and ways of working.
Developmental: Effective teaching must be planned and conducted "from the learner's point of view."
Nurturing: Effective teaching assumes that long-term, hard, persistent effort to achieve comes from the heart, not the head.
Social Reform: Effective teaching seeks to change society in substantive ways. (Pratt and Collins, 2013)
Since 2009, the TPI has been utilized in some capacity with students enrolled in the foundational Career and Technical Education course. However, in Fall 2011, the inventory was utilized in a more extensive and structured manner. Students were asked to complete the inventory and bring a printout of their individualized results to the third class session. To encourage completion, the assignment was included on the course syllabus, a handout was provided in class, and one email reminder was sent. In class, students were then placed into small groups consisting of three to five students based upon their dominant perspective(s) identified by the TPI. Each group was provided with a list of questions to discuss. The questions allowed students to agree or disagree with aspects of the perspective as defined in the summary printout, share relevant experiences to substantiate or refute the applicability of the perspective, and explore how/why that particular perspective is/could be beneficial in agricultural education. 

Results to Date/Implications

Small group discussions about the TPI helped students to open up and share prior educational experiences with one another early in the semester. As a result, it seemed easier for students to express factors that inspired or motivated them to teach. Even after the assignment concluded, informal feedback from students suggested that the information gained by completing the TPI was valuable, timely and relevant to the development of an initial teaching philosophy statement. Additionally, as students completed their early field experiences associated with the course, the TPI provided a consistent means of discussing and comparing the teaching approaches and styles of mentor teachers. 

Interestingly, the majority of agricultural education students seem to possess one of two dominant perspectives: either apprenticeship or nurturing. In the Fall 2011 group of students, eight students possessed apprenticeship as the dominant perspective, eight possessed nurturing and two possessed both. A small number of students’ results from 2009 and 2010 indicated an alternate dominant perspective, however this trend seems to provide for engaging discussion as to why certain perspectives may be more common among agricultural educators.    

Future Plans

Course instructors intend to continue the use of the TPI. However, additional efforts will be made to incorporate and refer to the perspectives throughout the semester. Additionally, it may be beneficial or interesting to have the students complete the TPI again, as their degree programs progress. Realizing that a great deal of change, growth, and development occurs throughout the college experience, it would be interesting to see if (or how) teaching perspectives changed. 
 
Cost/Resources Needed

No cost is associated with using the Teaching Perspectives Inventory as a teaching tool because the instrument is easily accessible and available free on the Internet (http://teachingperspectives.com/drupal/take-survey). Students must have technology available to complete the inventory online, either in or outside of class, and have access to a printer to print individualized results and summaries. Class time should be allotted for discussion of the various perspectives and their implications on teaching agriculture. Students should be encouraged to consider how their primary teaching perspective(s) may influence their teaching philosophy, affect teaching strategies, techniques and approaches, and ultimately, impact student learning.
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