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 Becoming Professionals: Utilizing Ideas Unlimited and Professional Development Seminars to Foster Success in Future Teachers 
Introduction/Need for Innovation
Preservice teachers need opportunities to experience the agricultural education profession and successfully maneuver the professional world of teaching. A hurdle for student teachers and beginning teachers is confidence they have adequate resources to be successful (Burris, McLaughlin, McCulloch, Brashears, & Fraze, 2010). Agricultural education is a unique endeavor requiring specialized knowledge, skills and abilities (Harlin, Roberts, Dooley & Murphrey, 2007; Greiman, Torres, Burris, & Kitchel, 2007). Preservice teachers’ self-perceptions of preparedness may prevent them from entering into the profession and also impact retention in agriculture teachers. This is evidenced by documented teacher shortages (Kantrovich, 2010) and teacher recruitment campaigns initiated by organizations like the National Association for Agricultural Education (NAAE). Informal mentoring through state professional development programs can foster positive attitudes and commitment to the profession (Crutchfield, Ritz & Burris, 2013; DeLay & Washburn, 2013).  In our state this is done through a joint student teaching seminar and agriculture teacher’s professional development conference, which includes a joint pre-service and experienced teachers Ideas Unlimited social at the conference. 
The agriculture teachers in our state have a winter professional development conference. Approximately 70 percent of the teachers attend the conference. At the conference our agricultural education program organizes and facilitates an Ideas Unlimited event.  Ideas Unlimited, a program initiated by NAAE, facilitates the sharing of teaching, laboratory and program management tips with one another. Experienced teachers are encouraged to participate through email recruitment and are incentivized through awards. Securing sponsorship to provide refreshments and a social environment encourages all conference attendees to engage. 
Students in their student teaching semester are required to meet for three seminar meetings. These seminar meetings are set up to facilitate a discussion of the challenges of student teaching and ensure progress with final assignments and job selection/acquisition. Holding the first student teaching seminar at the winter professional development conference facilitates a smooth transition to the profession. During this conference student teachers are required to share their developing instructional strategies through Ideas Unlimited. The conference and Ideas Unlimited fosters connections and interactions with experienced teachers.
Steps to Implementation
	A successful endeavor of this fashion requires a state leadership team (teacher education institution, teachers’ association, and foundation for sponsorship) work closely together. The following outline highlights the steps we took to facilitate this event: 
1) Secure dates and location for conference from the teachers association leadership team
2) Make hotel reservations and have student teachers register for conference; publish Ideas Unlimited assignment to student teachers 
3) Discuss student teacher registration cost with state teacher association leadership.  (Our students received free registration for the conference.)  
4) Recruit experienced teachers to participate in Ideas Unlimited event 
5) Secure funding for social sponsorship and awards for Ideas Unlimited event 
6) Create student teacher seminar agenda including provision of specific break out time for student teachers, as well as time to integrate into conference’s  workshops
7) Have student teachers present Ideas Unlimited alongside experienced teachers (modify room so student teachers are right next to experienced teachers) and gather new ideas
8) Have teachers and student teachers vote for “People’s Choice” awards for Ideas Unlimited
Results to Date/Implications
	We have organized the student teaching seminar with the winter conference for the last two years. We have witnessed student teachers interacting in a cohort (typically keeping to themselves) on the first day/evening. After participation in Ideas Unlimited student teachers interact more casually with experienced agriculture teachers, often sitting in workshops with experienced teachers (other than their cooperating teacher) and asking critical questions. 
The first year student teachers participated in Ideas Unlimited there were 9 student teachers with 34 total participants. The second year of the joint Ideas Unlimited there were 9 student teachers and 28 total participants. With five people’s choice awards selected each year, at least one of the top five ideas was presented by a student teacher in both of the first two years. This provided credibility to the novice professionals. 
One student teacher received the top “People’s Choice” award the first year of the joint Ideas Unlimited social. When asked what he got out of the experience he replied, “It was an opportunity to work side by side with professionals in the industry and compare how they think to how I think. It helped me to build how to be a teacher in the profession” This same individual participated again this year. When asked why he returned even without mandated student teaching assignment his reply was, “Because I get a lot of great ideas. Sharing of ideas furthers ag teaching” (E. Beeman, personal communication, February 28, 2014).  Following the conference, student teachers expressed a greater understanding of the agriculture teaching profession and their ability to be successful in the profession.  
Future Plans
	We plan on continuing this program for many years and expanding the joint seminar topics (licensure) that would further the collaboration between student teachers and experienced teachers.  The success of the program suggests that this should also occur at the summer professional development conference.
Costs/Resources Needed
There are costs associated with this event: hotel rooms for students – 1 night for approximately $69.00 each (depending on hotel) each, student teacher registration for winter professional development conference - $90.00 (paid by teachers association), social sponsorship for food and drinks - $200.00, and prizes for “People’s Choice Ideas Unlimited” - $350.00. 
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