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Introduction/need for innovation or idea
Student personal and professional development is an area of increasing importance in teacher education preparation programs.  The practitioner of the future needs to be able to reflect and self-assess his/her learning in order to take intentional steps toward developing and improving their teaching competency.   Many view the development of reflective practice as the foundation for the highest professional competence (Cole & Knowles, 2000; Jay, 2003). Hatton and Smith (1995) define reflective practice as the use of higher-level thinking, such as critical inquiry and metacognition, which allow one to move beyond a focus on isolated facts or data to perceive a broader context for understanding behavior and events.  In order for agriculture education student teacher candidates to develop a reflective mindset, the (State University) Agriculture Education teacher preparation program has implemented a summer reading program for the incoming student teacher candidates.  To encourage thoughtful and balanced assessment of their selected readings, students are required to submit a reading reflection. The program is designed to actively involve the student in his/her education by writing self-reflective blog posts throughout the summer focused on the reading text selected. Through this program, students will apply higher-level thinking to broaden their understanding of teaching practices. The purpose of the Summer Reading Program is to also provide teacher candidates with “food for thought” as they embark on their preservice professional development, specifically addressing dispositions of successful educators and stimulate the teacher candidates informed opinions about ideas presented in the text and to consider how they affect their interpretation. Reading reflections offer an opportunity to recognize – and perhaps break down – the teacher candidates’ assumptions, which may be challenged by the text(s).
How it works/methodology/program phases/steps
The incoming student teacher candidates are required to take an early field experience course the fall of their senior year.  The students are provided a list of texts that center on educational practices, educational research, teaching inspiration, practical teaching techniques, and innovative ideas for teaching.  Students are required to select a text prior to the end of the spring semester of their junior year.  The course instructor must approve the selected text.  The assignment associated with the reading program is for students to read the text in stages and post reflective blog posts.  Along with posting their own blog posts, teacher candidates are required and encouraged to read and comment on their peers reflections to foster conversations to expand their knowledge, skills, and dispositions. The first third of the book is to be read by the middle of June.  A reflective blog post on the first third of the book must be posted to the teacher candidates dedicated NAAE Communities of Practice sub-space, where they post comments on their peers’ posts.  The second third of the book is to be read and reflected upon by the middle of July.  Again, a reflective blog post must be uploaded and thoughtful responses to their peers’ reflections are required.  The final third of the book is to be completed and reflected upon by the middle of August.  As required for the other two reflections, students must post their reflective blog post and comment on their peers’ reflections as well.  A final blog post is required to be posted by the first day of the governing class.   The final reflection encourages students to reflect on the entire reading and answering the question, “How is/has this reading going to impact me as a teacher?”  The final reflection is posted on the NAAE Communities of Practice sub-space and teacher candidates post comments on their peers’ reflections.  Teacher candidates receive points based on their timeliness, quality, and fulfilling all requirements. The course instructor posts comments to all students blogs to provide feedback and encourage more reflective thought.
Results to date/implications
The reading program began with a predetermined text selected by the course instructor, The Courage to Teach by Parker Palmer.  However, student feedback revealed students preferred to have the option of selecting their own text. A suggested reading text selection list was created and provided to students to review that included title, authors, brief description, and a web link of texts deemed appropriate for the assignment.  Students have been receptive of the change.  The blog posts have provided students the opportunity to familiarize themselves with the NAAE Communities of Practice website and navigate the site successfully.  The goal of uploading reflective blog posts to have students expand their thinking beyond the texts and perceive a broader context has been underwhelming. The course instructor has seen that many students lack deep reflective thought beyond regurgitating the text contents. The instructor also faces the challenge of tardy submissions.  
A current 2015 teacher candidate and her cooperating teacher decided to read the selected text, Lean In: Women, Work and the Will to Lead by Sheryl Sanderg, together.  As a result, the cooperating center’s FFA is hosting a stakeholder meeting to gather visionary women together to take action to empower the next generation of female leaders. The book inspired the cooperating teacher and the teacher candidate to create a Lean In Circle during the school year that will meet monthly to connect influential women with the school’s female students to share life experiences, open eyes to unthought-of opportunities, and drive a cultural shift in young female minds. The two are currently planning a meeting for the Lean In Circle Advisory team to shape the program for the 2014-2015 year.
Future plans/advice to others
Future plans are to continue the summer reading program/assignment.  Since its inception, a new text that offers great information and is written with unique style has emerged as a text that may benefit all teacher candidates.  The Agriculture Education teacher preparation instructional team at (State University) will review the text and consider removing the option of selecting a text and assign the specific text, “Teach like a Pirate: Increase student engagement, boost your creativity and transform your life as an educator by Dave Burgess.  The instructional team is also evaluating the pros/cons of providing guiding questions for their reflective posts.  
Costs/resources needed
Each teacher candidate is responsible for obtaining his or her selected text for the assignment.  The cost incurred differs depending on format in which they purchase, whether it be the actual book or digitally.  The cost, however, can be avoided if students borrow from the university library.  Each student must also create a profile on NAAE Communities of Practice to access the respective sub-space created for their teaching cohort. 
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