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Professional Development Needs of School-Based Agricultural Education Teachers

Introduction/Need for Research
In order to maintain professional competence, all teachers must continuously learn throughout their careers (Estepp, Thoron, Roberts, & Dyer, 2014).  Similarly, Sorenson, Tarpley, and Warnick (2010) indicated school-based agricultural education teachers require some form of regular professional development to help them cope with the rising demands of their profession.  Professional development opportunities are designed and implemented to increase teacher learning, which can result in furthering student achievement (Shoulders & Myers, 2014).  Furthermore, Shoulders and Meyers (2014) concluded that when professional development activities include the following core features: (a) focus on content, (b) coherence, (c) sufficient duration and (d) collective participation, teachers benefited more from these activities than solely from active learning. The purpose of this study was to explore the professional development needs of agriculture teachers in [State] since no prior research was found on this specific population.

Conceptual Framework
The Borich needs assessment model (1980) was the conceptual framework used for this study because it allowed professional development needs to be prioritized and ranked. The Borich model allowed researchers to utilize competencies, skills, and knowledge in the form of statements in order for teachers to individually assess the relevancy and their perceived levels of ability for each statement. The Borich model (1980) has a history of being used to determine the professional development needs of school-based agriculture teachers (Barrick & Doerfert, 1989; Edwards & Briers, 1999; Layfield & Dobbins, 2002; Sorensen et al., 2010).


Methodology
This study was approved by [University]’s Institutional Review Board and had a target population of all school-based agricultural education teachers (N = 330) in [State].  Data were collected during the spring of 2013 using the Qualtrics online survey platform.  Dillman, Smyth, and Christian’s (2009) web survey implementation procedures guided the multiple contacts made.  Thus, six emails were sent to the entire target population by the researchers: (a) prenotice, (b) email with a link to the survey, (c) three reminder emails with a link to the survey, and a (d) final email with a link to the survey announcing the end of the study.  One hundred eight teachers completed the survey and 12 declined to participate.  Following this data collection period, the researchers also presented the opportunity to participate in this study to the agricultural education teachers during the FFA summer camp and the summer professional development conference.  These efforts yielded 19 additional responses.  Therefore, data were collected from 127 teachers or 38.5% of the target population.  No differences were found between early and late respondents.  The survey used in this study was a modified version of Estepp, Thoron, Roberts, and Dyer’s (2014) professional development survey.  Face and content validity were verified by an expert panel consisting of seven agricultural education professionals.  The final survey consisted of 85 items.  Seventy-five of the items are the focus of this study and asked the teachers to provide their perceived levels of knowledge and relevance on competencies related to school-based agricultural education in [State] using a 5-point rating scale (1 = low knowledge or relevance and 5 = high knowledge or relevance).  Post-hoc reliability was assessed for the aforementioned items using Cronhach’s alpha (α = .97).  Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS version 20.  Mean weighted discrepancy scores (MWDS; Borich, 1980) were used to describe the professional development data.  

Results/Findings
The top five rated professional development items were (a) utilizing the common core in agricultural instruction (MWDS = 4.20), (b) teaching critical thinking skills (MWDS = 3.92), (c) managing stress (MWDS =  3.76), (d) balancing work and personal life (MWDS = 3.64), and (e) teaching problem solving skills (MWDS =  3.56). The professional development items MWDS ranged from -1.11 to 4.20.

Table 1 
Mean Weighted Discrepancy Scores for Top Five Professional Development Items 
	
	Knowledge
	Relevance
	

	Item
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	MWDS

	Utilizing the common core in agricultural instruction
	2.82
	1.20
	3.87
	1.12
	4.20

	Teaching critical thinking skills
	3.70
	0.89
	4.53
	0.65
	3.92

	Managing stress
	3.49
	1.01
	4.37
	0.86
	3.76

	Balancing work and personal life
	3.29
	1.10
	4.38
	0.82
	3.64

	Teaching problem solving skills
	3.77
	0.92
	4.52
	0.68
	3.56




Conclusions
The findings of this study concluded agricultural education teachers in [State] are in need of various types of professional development.  [State] is a race to the top state, and the pressure to incorporate the common core standards may explain why utilizing the common core was the number one professional development need.  In addition, being a race to the top state may partially explain the need for professional development in teaching critical thinking and problem solving skills.  Authors of the common core standards claim the standards promote higher-order thinking skills (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2014). Furthermore, the applied nature of agriculture may also partially explain the need for professional development in teaching critical thinking and problem solving.  In regard to managing stress and balancing work and personal life, numerous factors such as extended contracts, implementing the total program (FFA, SAE, and instruction), new educational initiatives, and deficiencies in content or pedagogical knowledge may be contributing to this need.

Implications and Recommendations
We recommend professional development be developed and offered related to the common core, critical thinking, and problem solving.  In regard to managing stress and balancing work and personal life, future research should investigate this matter in [State] and determine the most appropriate means for reducing stress and work and personal life conflicts.  Moreover, this study should be replicated periodically, so professional development can be designed and implemented related to new or reoccurring needs.  These recommendations should positively impact student success, since understanding teachers’ needs are linked to student achievement (Shoulders & Meyers, 2014).
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