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Accelerate Online: A Innovative Approach to Alternative Certification in Agricultural Education

Need for Innovation or Idea

In 2009, the nationwide shortage of qualified agriculture teachers resulted in the closing of twenty-one programs. While only thirty qualified teachers were needed to fill this disparity, an additional three hundred and ninety positions were filled by teachers that were alternatively certified (Kantrovich, 2009). This non-traditional route to the classroom helps fill gaps in every discipline, accounting for approximately one-third of all new teachers each year (Institute of Education Sciences, 2009). Alternative certification programs have many of the same components found in traditional teacher education but are also costly and cumbersome for students to navigate (National Teach Ag Campaign, 2012; Walsh & Jacobs, 2007). 
As a potential solution, [University] developed the Accelerate Online program to alleviate the teacher shortage while also providing quality instruction, resources, and support to graduates entering the classroom through alternative or emergency certification. This program provides an innovative, flexible, and supportive learning experience for students who do not plan on enrolling in a costly graduate degree program. Accelerate Online also gives teacher educators the ability to provide training online without the traditional barriers of time and location, helping fill an important need for qualified teachers in the field (Nelson, 2008). 

How it Works

Accelerate Online was specifically designed for individuals with agriculturally-related degrees as a pathway to teacher licensure. All applicants must possess a baccalaureate degree with a minimum 2.75 grade point average, have completed the teaching field course work, and met with the Accelerate Online selection committee for a personal interview before being enrolled in the program. Accepted students will begin self-paced online curriculum in areas of pedagogy and professional responsibilities as well as contextual modules related to their work in agricultural science. They will take part in a 40-hour early field experience to observe various learning theories, teaching methods, and classroom management practices first-hand. Here, students will gain an understanding of how agricultural education works within the comprehensive school while also evaluating the various ways teachers interact with learners in and out the classroom. 
Just as any traditional teacher education program, students will also meet with a cohort group, both face-to-face and online, to benefit from shared knowledge, experience and reflection. 
Establishing this community will help students navigate the various contextual nuances of agricultural education together, with shared purpose and emotional support (Levine, 2010). Collaboration provides the best opportunity for teachers to cultivate teaching practices that meet the needs of 21st century learners (Darling-Hammond, 2008). If all online modules are completed successfully and favorable recommendations are received following the early field experience, students, with the assistance of program coordinators, will seek employment as entry-level agricultural education teachers and complete a one year internship at a public school. During this paid internship, students will be observed and supported by Agricultural Education faculty, who will provide constant, constructive feedback. Upon successful completion of the internship, students will be required to pass the Pedagogy and Professional Responsibilities exam and then be recommended for full certification.

Results to Date/Implications

Agricultural Education faculty collaborated with the College of Education to create and launch instructional modules. Content specific courses that have been created include: Advising FFA and Community Partnerships, History and Foundations of Agricultural Education, Instructional Strategies in Agricultural Science, Supervised Agricultural Experiences, and Career Pathways and College Readiness.  
Accelerate Online continues to foster partnerships within the College of Agriculture by providing a mechanism for students in other agriculturally-related fields the opportunity to attain teacher certification without pursuing a master’s degree. Students are currently being recruited to the program from all agricultural disciplines through marketing and promotion.

Future Plans

The Accelerate Online program’s approach allows for continuous improvement, especially in the delivery of online curriculum. Future plans transform Accelerate Online into a massive open online course (MOOC) that will be accessible to everyone. The opportunity to develop and deliver a MOOC will enable [university] to offer the program to underrepresented populations, building a quality workforce of agriculture teachers while working towards the National Council for Agricultural Education’s (2000) goal of ensuring a diverse demographic of educators that reflect our nation. 
Priority 3 of the AAAE National Research Agenda indicates our profession should construct programs that cultivate competencies to enhance knowledge of new professionals to improve agricultural workforces (Doerfert, 2011). Accelerate Online plans to create optional on-campus professional development opportunities to provide hands-on experience in technical areas that may be difficult for teachers to understand (ex. livestock and greenhouse management, biotechnology, differentiated instruction, etc). These experiences will increase teacher efficacy in unfamiliar areas and provide benefit to their classroom instruction which in turn, may help alleviate the national agricultural education teacher shortage. 

Costs/Resources Needed

Accelerate Online was originally developed with $40,000 provided by the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences at [university] to improve innovative distance education efforts. A graduate assistant was hired to help create and improve content modules in collaboration with the College of Education. Synchronous environments positively impact learning, student satisfaction and quality of instruction. With additional funding, web components will be enhanced to include video integration, podcasts, and instructional materials to enrich student learning and create a collaborative learning environment (Strong, Irby, Wynn, & McClure, 2012).  
In order to create a sustainable model that promotes continuous improvement of teaching practices and online delivery, additional funding from various sources is needed. If supported, further resources could also enhance and expand the reach of Accelerate Online to include alternative certification for teachers in other career and technical education areas. 
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