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Ascertaining Pre-service Teachers’ Mini-teaching Lesson Attitudes and Concerns through a Focus Group Approach

Introduction & Need for Innovation

	Pre-service agricultural education teachers exhibit many concerns as they prepare to enter into their chosen profession (Phipps, Osborne, Dyer, & Ball, 2008). These concerns range from confidence in teaching abilities to technical agriculture content knowledge (Leiby, Robinson, & Key, 2013; Stripling, Ricketts, Roberts, & Harlin, 2008). Pre-service teachers display much apprehension in effectively engaging students in their content as they prepare to enter into their own classrooms (Stripling et al., 2008). Pre-service teachers also cite concerns regarding subject matter knowledge, as found by Burris, Robinson, and Terry (2005). However, researchers (Burris, McLaughlin, McCulloch, Brashears, & Fraze, 2010; Stripling et al., 2008) found that teaching efficacy and content knowledge concerns tend to decline for both pre- and in-service teachers as greater fluency and experience in their content areas is established.

	In order to provide the proper preparation for careers in teaching, pre-service teachers at [UNIVERSITY] are required to complete several technical agriculture courses along with pedagogical development classes ([UNIVERSITY], 2012). Pedagogy courses are designed to strengthen pre-service teachers’ competencies in classroom management, student engagement, and methods of teaching (Phipps et al., 2008). On the converse, technical agriculture coursework is designed to develop pre-service teachers’ competencies in agricultural curricula (Leiby et al., 2013). This coursework prescription is designed to adequately develop pre-service teachers into competent professionals ready to engage in their future careers. The agricultural education teacher preparation program at [UNIVERSITY] utilizes a blending of pedagogy and technical agriculture content delivery to facilitate pre-service teacher development in its Foundations of Agricultural Education Programs course. However, a question has arisen within this particular course: How do selected pre-service teachers regard their performance in mini-teaching lesson content planning and implementation?

How it Works 
	 
	A teacher educator at [UNIVERSITY] currently conducts the Foundations of Agricultural Education Programs course twice per year. This course is designed to provide pre-service teachers with a broad overview of agricultural education programs, teaching methods and philosophies, and technical agriculture content delivery through mini-lessons. Each student enrolled in the course is required to present a fifteen-minute lesson on an agricultural topic. These mini-lessons are designed to provide pre-service teachers with an initial experience in delivering content in a formal classroom setting. Near the end of the course, the teacher educator utilized a single class meeting to discuss any issues, concerns, or anxieties that pre-service teachers experienced during their mini-teaching lessons. This discussion employed a focus group approach as described by Ary, Jacobs, and Sorenson (2010). Ary et al. (2010) defined a focus group as “[a] data gathering tool in which a researcher interviews a small group of people to obtain different perspectives on a particular issue” (p. 642). As the course’s enrollment is typically limited to twenty students, this group was small enough to elicit significant discussion of attitudes and concerns regarding mini-teaching lesson delivery and content.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Prior to the focus group, the pre-service teachers were given a set of questions to answer individually. This line of inquiry utilized such questions as “What anticipatory set worked the best? Why?”. Pre-service teachers recorded their individual responses on paper to share during the focus group implementation. After a designated time for individual response recording, the teacher educator posed each question to the entire class and allowed discussion to occur amongst the pre-service teachers. These dialogues allowed the pre-service teachers to share their responses, ask questions of each other and the teacher educator, and provide constructive feedback within a closed atmosphere. This environment was conducive for insightful and thought-provoking discussions that yielded interesting results. 

Implications

	The focus group approach was well-received by the pre-service teachers and was successful in facilitating effective and constructive dialogue regarding concerns and attitudes toward their mini-teaching lessons. Many of the pre-service teachers reported that “Hands-on activities helped to keep us engaged” and that “Interesting anticipatory sets helped to set the stage” throughout the mini-teaching lessons. This feedback has helped pre-service teachers to improve their attitudes toward mini-teaching lesson delivery by enhancing their teaching efficacy and increasing their content self-efficacy. As a result, these pre-service teachers anecdotally reported heightened awareness and confidence in presenting content in a classroom setting.

Future Plans & Advice to Others

	The focus group approach was useful in determining pre-service agricultural education teachers’ attitudes and concerns toward their first mini-teaching lessons. The teacher educator developed a deeper understanding of the anxieties that these future teachers experienced during their mini-teaching lessons. Such data could be useful in future course offerings by developing content that could help to address pre-service teachers’ concerns toward mini-teaching and teaching as a career. As this focus group approach was easy to implement, did not negatively affect the course schedule, and incurred no additional costs, the authors recommend that focus groups be used in further pre-service teacher preparation coursework. This approach should be used in other teacher education programs, including those outside of agricultural education (e.g., mathematics, science, etc.) as well.

	The teacher educator intends to utilize this powerful and useful discussion tool in further offerings of the Foundations of Agricultural Education Programs course. It is advisable that other teacher educators find ways to incorporate the focus group approach into their pedagogy classes. The discussions that occurred throughout the focus group were very useful in providing peer-led constructive feedback and provided pre-service teachers with a venue to publicly voice their concerns. Qualitative research should be conducted to gather data regarding pre-service teachers’ attitudes and concerns toward mini-teaching lesson activities.

Costs

There were no direct costs associated with implementing the focus group approach within the Foundations of Agricultural Education Programs course. 
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