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Facilitating Contextual Learning Through Interdisciplinary Teacher Externships
Introduction / Need for Idea or Innovation
Emphasis has shifted in secondary education from a primary focus on college readiness to ensuring students complete high school with a technical skill set while being prepared for a plethora of postsecondary options, including college and careers.  With this shift, many school based agricultural education programs find themselves operating in career academies.  Career academies are small learning communities within the larger context of a high school that offer a college preparatory curriculum aligned with a career theme (National Career Academy Coalition [NCAC], 2013).  The NCAC (2013) outlines the performance expectations of high quality career academies in ten national standards or practice.  The standards explain how an interdisciplinary group of teachers works together to design curriculum around a career theme that is integrated across the academic and career classes to support contextual learning (NCAC, p. 4).  
According to Berns and Erickson (2001), contextual learning occurs when teachers connect subject content to real life scenarios, enabling students to apply content in various contexts. To implement the NCAC’s (2013) standards of practice with fidelity, academic teachers must incorporate agriculture content into their instruction as well.  This paradigm shift highlights a need for teacher training that equips core academic teachers with agricultural content knowledge. 
To meet professional development needs, two interdisciplinary teaching teams in agriculture career academies participated in a three-day teacher externship provided by higher education agriculture programs.  The goals of the externships were:  (a) provide teacher teams with an in-depth, real world experience in order to gain a stronger understanding of the agricultural workplace environment, (b) assist core academic teachers with identifying how their content areas are relevant in the agriculture industry, and (c) facilitate the development of an interdisciplinary project based learning experience for students that reinforces the agricultural theme of the academy across subject areas.
How It Works / Methodology / Program Phases
[bookmark: _GoBack]An externship provides a workplace experience that helps career and technical education (CTE) “teachers and core academic teachers build the bridge between skills-based and knowledge-based education” (Career Academy Support Network [CASN], 2010, p. 3).  There were five phases of the externship process – teacher selection, professional development, externship, project development, and implementation.  First, late in the spring semester, the partnering school system identified two interdisciplinary (agriculture, English language arts, social studies, mathematics, and science) teams of teachers from agriculture academies.  In the second phase, over the summer, the partnering school system provided two days of professional development that addressed project based learning (PBL).  During the third face, the externship, teachers spent time on campus with various faculty members learning about agriculture content and received hands on experience working in various laboratories including a greenhouse, aquaculture facilities, livestock farms, poultry operations, and school gardens.  Each day began with an orientation to the daily agenda and concluded with a facilitated reflection.  Specifically, during the reflection, teachers were asked to identify occasions where they observed a relationship between agriculture and their content areas.  The fourth phase occurred two weeks after the externship, when the teaching teams and the primary point of contact from the collegiate agriculture programs met to develop an interdisciplinary PBL experience that would address standards from all five content areas and culminate with a final product.  Teachers served as content experts while faculty members served in advisory roles, offering advice and resources to support the project.  In the final phase, teachers implemented the PBL experience in the fall semester, using college faculty as advisors during the project.  
Results to Date / Implications
To date, both of the projects designed during the externship process have been executed to fruition.  A survey was administered to teaching and higher education participants to determine if objectives were met.  Participants felt the externship reflected the agricultural workplace environment, allowed teachers to align standards with real world technical skills, and increased teacher ability to ensure relevance of class content.  The described program has positive implications for agricultural education.  While much attention has focused on incorporating agriculture and academic content in school based agriculture education, emphasis has been on mathematics (Parr, Edwards, & Leising, 2006; Stripling & Roberts, 2013) and science (Balschweid & Thompson, 2002; Stephenson, Warnick, & Tarpley, 2008; Wilson & Curry, 2011), giving minimal attention to English language arts or social studies.  Historically, integration has been one way, where agriculture teachers made connections to core academics.  The externship encourages the integration of agriculture into core academic classes as well.  Further, connecting with agriculture academies fosters a partnership that engages institutions of higher education as partners in providing professional development to a range of teachers.  Such a partnership exposes agriculture faculty to teachers and students, thus enhancing opportunities to recruit high school students into aligned collegiate programs.
Future Plans / Advice to Others
As externships continue in the future, a collection of interdisciplinary projects will be shared on the National Association of Agricultural Educators’ Communities of Practice website.  Also, related research will be conducted with future externships to determine the effectiveness of the program the related effects on teacher efficacy.  There are a few recommendations for future implementation.  First, the hosting university should meet with school system officials to discuss program objectives and make sure the needs of all parties are being met.  It is also recommended that faculty offer to serve as guest speakers for classes other than agriculture, such as social studies or mathematic, to provide an expert testimony for students about the relationship between core academic coursework and the agriculture industry.  Lastly, faculty should review state standards for all subject areas prior to the externship and intentionally plan activities that will allow teachers to identify the importance of their standards in agricultural work.
Costs / Resources Needed
Direct costs for implementing this idea are associated with payment for teachers to participate in the multiday professional development.  The partnering school system paid teachers $200 per day for the three day experience for a total cost of $6,000 ($200 x 3 days = $600 / teacher x 5 teachers = $3,000 / team x 2 teams = $6,000).  Indirect costs involve use of campus facilities, supplies used by teachers to experience agricultural work such as soil or feed, and time of faculty members who work with the externship team.  Computers are needed on the final day when teachers are writing PBL plans.
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