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Stretching a mile to stretch student networks!

Introduction/Need for Innovation or Idea

A first-year university student was leaving the Agricultural Education major. Her advisor asked, “Why are you leaving? I think you’d make a great teacher.” The student responded that she just didn’t see herself as an agriculture teacher. Is it possible that we are not providing students enough opportunities to ‘see’ agriculture teachers and to understand that they don’t have to look like the agriculture teachers that they knew growing up?

Many argue the reality of a shortage of school-based agriculture teachers in the U.S. (Kantrovich, 2010). Regardless of the argument, the reality is that 22 agriculture programs across the nation closed during the 2012-2013 academic year because they couldn’t find a teacher, and 146 programs operated during that same time frame with a teacher not licensed to teach agriculture (National Association of Agricultural Educators, 2012). Further, a high percentage of teachers who were prepared through traditional teacher education programs will not move to another state to take a teaching position (The Council for Agricultural Education, 2013). 
Wenger (1998), a social learning theorist, introduced the concept of communities of practice. He stated, “communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly” (Wenger, 2012, p. 1). Developing a community of agricultural education pre-professionals that goes beyond state and institutional boundaries, while exploring a variety of agricultural education programs throughout a region, may be a possibility for encouraging students to look for teaching positions outside of their home state and to allow students to “see” themselves as agriculture teachers.
How It Works/Methodology


Twenty students and three faculty members from two land-grant institutions participated in a trip to visit six secondary agriculture programs in two days. The goals for the trip were to (a) provide students an opportunity to see “what an agriculture teacher looks like”; (b) build an understanding of varied agriculture across the region; (c) allow for students to interact with agriculture programs that differ in terms of size of school, size of agriculture program, experience of the teacher, and training of the teacher; and to (d) expand student networks.
Phase 1 Planning: [University 1] and [University 2] faculty members agreed to visit agriculture programs in the [region of a western state]. Programs were selected that would illustrate the many characteristics of agriculture teachers, including first year teachers and a 40-year veteran teacher; single teacher programs, and a five-teacher program; male teachers and female teachers; and alternatively certified teachers and teachers with traditional degrees in agricultural education. Teachers were contacted and scheduled for a 1-hour visit at each program, including a tour and discussion with the teacher-candidates.

Phase 2 Implementation: Students were expected to ask questions during the tour, including questions about students, curriculum, personal life, and future plans for the teacher and the program. During travel between programs, students were shuffled between vehicles and the faculty members to guide thinking about the program that was visited, as well as to make connections between the programs. Four programs were visited on the first day, concluding with a hosted supper by the [State 2] students on their campus. All students and faculty enjoyed an informal meal and conversation. On the second day, the group from [State 1] continued to visit two more programs while traveling.
Results to Date/Implications

A total of 23 students and faculty participated in this network-building trip. Camaraderie within each school has increased due to the time that students spent together in the vehicles. Students have also expanded their teaching networks, now knowing future teachers from another institution as well as current teachers from their state or region. 
(a) Students were able to see what teachers look like, and identified a variety of strengths and differences. “The facilities don't make the program. The integrity, and push from the teacher to be involved in FFA is the only way students are going to be motivated to join.” (b) Farming practices generally vary greatly within a single state. Questions that were asked by students were, “How did you learn about the farming practices in your community?” and, “How do you decide what curriculum to teach?” (c) Students saw value in the trip, “it was getting to see the differences in programs, facilities and teaching styles and teachers so that some day when I am a teacher I will be able to pull ideas from the programs that I really liked and stay away from ideas that I didn’t really like so that I can be the best teacher I can be.” (d) Students began to understand the scope of agricultural education. One student probed the faculty members about their connections to each other, and how their relationship started. Professional organizations were attributed to helping us develop our networks, and students were encouraged to attend conferences and seek opportunities for professional development. “When we're out in the profession, we could teach in the same area. The more connections that we have as teachers the easier it will be to teach agriculture because we will always have someone to help us.” 
Future plans/ advice for others 

This trip can have broad appeal, it is easy to replicate, and is adaptable across the country. Several ideas have been generated for future events when co-mingling students from different institutions.  The ideas are presented in a numbered list:

1) Structure some ‘down time’ early in the evening, and then conduct a later-in-the-evening event to review the day. 
2) Develop projects for the students to present a lesson to high school students; to learn a new technical skill; or to judge and evaluate students for a class project.
3) Consider the selection process for which students from each institution that attends. 
4) A combined meal, followed with a social activity, seemed to be appreciated by the students because they could get to know each other better. 
Costs/Resources Needed

Costs included transportation, food, and lodging:
· Transportation: 1 Suburban ($150/day, including fuel), 1 mini-bus ($320, including fuel)

· Food: Students purchased their own breakfast ($10), lunch ($10), and snacks. Supper cost ($12 per person, including ice cream during the campus tour)

· Lodging: Hotel rooms, with four students per room ($75/room)

Total expenses per student were approximately $140 for [State 1 Land Grant Institution] because they had to travel a significant difference and had two nights of lodging associated with the trip. The expenses per student for [State 2 Land Grant Institution] were approximately $40 per student as no lodging was required and less travel was involved. These costs will vary depending on the location of the programs visited.
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