[bookmark: _GoBack]Research




Toward Improved Geographic Mobility Among Agricultural Education Students




Amy R. Smith, Ph.D.
University of Minnesota
146C Ruttan, 1994 Buford Avenue
St. Paul, MN 55108
612-624-6590
arsmith@umn.edu 



Rebecca G. Lawver, Ph.D.
Utah State University 
1498 North 800 East, 2300 Old Main Hill
Logan, UT 84321
435-797-1254
rebecca.lawver@usu.edu


Daniel D. Foster, Ph.D.
The Pennsylvania State University
211 Ferguson Building
University Park, PA 16801
814-863-0192
foster@psu.edu







Toward Improved Geographic Mobility Among Agricultural Education Students

Introduction
Across the United States, there is a recognized shortage of agricultural education teachers (Kantrovich, 2010; Thompson, 2012). Although this issue is not new to the profession, it must be addressed if we are to adequately sustain and expand school-based agricultural education. Initiatives such as the National Teach Ag Campaign and 2013 Ag Ed Summit have stimulated conversations regarding barriers and challenges for those involved in secondary agricultural education. Anecdotally, it is believed that graduates may be “geographically limiting” their search for teaching positions though little empirical evidence exists to support or explain if that is indeed the case. Much of the research on teacher attrition and mobility focuses on why teachers stay, move or leave (Marvel J., Lyter, D. M., Peltola, P., Strizek, G. A., Morton, B. A., & Rowland, R., 2007), in most cases focusing on those already in the profession (Coggshall & Sexton, 2008; Russell & Ruppert, 2001). There is little research on how graduates, in agricultural education or educational disciplines, choose one job over another or on what factors influence their job search and geographic mobility.  

Conceptual/Theoretical Framework
Standards for effective practice, with regard to teachers and teacher preparation, exist in several forms. While these standards often provide time-honored, “tried and true” guidelines for the profession, we must also be cognizant of the evolving needs of our students. Greenhill and Petroff suggest, “The nature of teaching is changing. …many programs are becoming more entrepreneurial, recognizing new opportunities and making changes required to respond to the needs of 21st century learners” (2010, p.5).  The Framework for 21st century teaching and learning outlines “knowledge, specific skills, expertise and literacies” (Greenhill & Petroff, 2010, p.8) which all graduates need. Within the context of agricultural education, responding to the changing “nature of teaching” challenges us to explore opportunities to enhance our graduates’ overall preparation and simultaneously address supply and demand issues.

Methodology
This project is the first segment of a multi-stage study designed to explore the impact of an 8-day domestic study abroad experience on undergraduate students’ understanding of agricultural education, cultural competence, and geographic mobility. Participating students visited six school-based agricultural education programs in [out of state], purposefully selected to provide for varied observations and experiences (single teacher/multiple teacher, urban/suburban/rural, comprehensive program/thematic focus).

Specifically, this segment sought to collect baseline information regarding students’ beliefs, prior experiences and goals/motivation for participation using a researcher-developed questionnaire. The questionnaire, distributed using Qualtrics, consisted of ten Likert-type items, three open-ended items, and five demographic items. An invitation and subsequent reminders were sent via email. A 100% response rate was achieved. Post hoc reliability was calculated, yielding a Cronbach’s alpha of .68. Given the small number of items included in the instrument (Cortina, 1993) and limited number of participants, findings are appropriate to share as exploratory research (Kline, 1999). However, no inferences should be made beyond this population.   
Results/Findings
Thirteen students (one freshman, two sophomores, six juniors, three seniors, and one recent graduate) participated in the domestic study abroad; 85% (f = 11) were female, while 15% (f = 2) were male. All students reported a cumulative GPA above 2.50; nine students (69%) reported a GPA over 3.00. Six students (46%) had no prior study abroad experience, yet three students (23%) reported having participated in three to five previous study abroad experiences.

Over 75% of students (f = 10) agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “I consider myself to be culturally competent.” Twelve students (92%) agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “I embrace differences among those with whom I interact.” Four students (31%) strongly agreed that they were comfortable communicating with individuals from a cultural background different than their own; seven students (54%) agreed. Eight students either agreed (38%) or strongly agreed (23%) that they had “considered how or why the perspectives of individuals living in various regions of the U.S. may differ on global issues such as agricultural production, trade, or the environment.” When asked whether they feel confident in their understanding of U.S. agriculture and the implications for agricultural education in various regions of the U.S., 6 students strongly agreed, and 4 agreed. Just over one-third of students (f = 5) indicated strong agreement with this statement: “Given my current knowledge and skills, I would feel comfortable teaching agriculture outside (state).” 

Four items asked students to reflect upon the past 30 days. Ten students (77%) agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “I have read an article, watched a TV show, or spoke to someone about geographic or cultural issues.” Similarly, nine students (69%) agreed or strongly agreed that they had “consciously withheld judgment regarding a controversial event until learning more facts.”  Four students (31%) strongly agreed that they had “thought about the differences between myself and individuals from other regions of the United States.” Two students strongly agreed with the statement, “I have thought about the similarities between myself and individuals from other regions of the United States.” 

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
A majority of the students who participated in the domestic study abroad perceive themselves as culturally competent, have had/taken opportunities to reflect about themselves and others, and are confident in their ability to understand agriculture/agricultural education across the U.S. Although it is unclear as to whether or not this is due to prior study abroad experience, coursework, or preparation for this experience, such perspectives among future agricultural teachers is encouraging. The findings suggest that these students were indeed developing the 21st century skills needed to research and explore [out of state] and developing knowledge about the culture and agriculture in [out of state]. This supports Greenhill and Petroff’s (2010) assertions.  Further, over half of the students felt that they would be able to teach outside of (state) given their current knowledge and skills. While teacher preparation programs hope to retain graduates within their respective states, having graduates who are comfortable with the idea of teaching elsewhere may help reduce the teacher supply issues across the country.  
This particular study will be expanded to include additional qualitative and quantitative components to further explore the impact of the experience and identify changes, if any, in student beliefs and perceptions. Continued and expanded research along the lines of barriers to the profession and geographic mobility of teachers is encouraged as well. 
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