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Descriptive Overview of Agriculture Teachers’ Professional Factors, Preferences, Beliefs, and Classroom Practices Related to Literacy 

Introduction
Reading, writing, speaking, and listening are the four major components of literacy education (Moje, 1996).  Disciplinary literacy and content area literacy differ from literacy.  Each content area has its own unique style of literacy, vocabulary, and communication that students are expected to use (Moje, 1996; Park & Osborne, 2007a). As students move through various courses during the day, the literacy skills they learn in one class do not transfer to others; students view them as content specific (Moje, 1996).  Common Core State Standards (CCSS) have an increased emphasis on college and career readiness by focusing on disciplinary literacy (Lesley, 2014). 
Framework
A substantive theory was developed identifying professional factors, personal preferences, and professional belief barriers as having a direct impact on classroom literacy practices.  Only 39.2% of agriculture teachers have completed coursework related to content area reading strategies (Park & Osborne, 2007b). Strategies teachers had seen or be exposed to via professional development were more likely to be implemented in the classroom (Santamaria et al., 2010).  Collaboration with the English/Language Arts department is a factor in supporting teachers who implement literacy strategies. When agriculture teachers collaborate, they are more likely to develop strategies benefitting all students (Brozo, Moorman, Meyer, & Stewart, 2013).  Assessment of student reading (Park & Osborne, 2006a) and writing (Hand & Prain, 2002) has historically been a concern for content area teachers.

Teachers who either identified as non-readers (Park & Osborne, 2006a) or who had low personal value of reading (Park & Osborne, 2007a) were less likely to implement readings and reading strategies, whereas teachers who personally valued reading were likely to use it more frequently (Park & Osborne, 2007b). Students are actively influenced by and adopt teacher attitudes regarding literacy (Moje, 1996; Park & Osborne, 2006a; Park & Osborne, 2007a). Teacher attitudes also impact the likelihood of implementing reading strategies (O’Brien & Steward, 1990). Another common belief was literacy skills instruction should fall on elementary and middle school teachers (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). Agriculture teachers specifically believe literacy skills instruction is only supplemental to the content area (Park et al., 2010) and pre-service agriculture teachers viewed literacy skills instruction as counter to the “ideal” hands-on approach of agricultural education (O’Brien & Steward, 1990).  Teachers have traditionally avoided literacy skills instruction due to the amount of content they need to cover or other perceived time constraints (Phelps, 2005).

Purpose, Objectives and Methods
The purpose of the study was to provide a descriptive overview of literacy factors, preferences, attitudes, and practices of agriculture teachers. Specifically, the objectives were to describe: 1. the professional factors of current agriculture teachers regarding literacy skills instruction; 2. the personal preferences regarding literacy skills amongst agriculture teachers; 3. current professional belief barriers of agriculture teachers regarding literacy skills instruction; and 4. current literacy practices in agriculture classrooms. The target population was all agriculture teachers in the U.S.; the accessible population was the members of the National Association of Agricultural Educators (NAAE).  NAAE has both active and lifetime members listed in their database of approximately 6,500 individuals.  A survey sample (N=364) was randomly selected. The sample size was determined by Krejcie and Morgan’s (1970) population and sample size table. A researcher-developed questionnaire was submitted to a panel of experts (N=5) for content and face validity.  Reliability was established for single question constructs by using the test-retest method.  Multiple question constructs were shown to have Cronbach’s alpha scores ranging from .75-.84. Scaled data was collected on a scale of 1-5, with 1=strongly disagree and 5=strongly agree. Email reminders were sent at two, three, four, and five weeks, yielding a response rate of 11.5% (N=42).

Findings
For objective 1, some of the findings included: a majority of respondents (88.1%) had taken college credits, with the median number of credit hours ranging from 1-3.  Professional development focusing on literacy offered by the local school district was attended by 66.7% of respondents, and 59.5% had attended professional development focusing on literacy offered outside the local school district. Furthermore, agriculture teachers were somewhat willing to collaborate (M=3.16, SD=.87) with their English/Language Arts department. Agriculture teachers were also fairly confident (M=3.32, SD=.83) in their ability to assess student reading and writing. For objective 2, agriculture teachers generally agreed they identify as readers (M=3.95, SD=1.38).  Respondents also strongly agreed literacy skills were beneficial for students (M=4.21, SD=.84). Objective 3 sought to describe professional belief barriers regarding literacy skill instruction.  Participants strongly agreed that literacy skill instruction is the responsibility of all teachers (M=4.36, SD=.65). Agriculture teachers also strongly agreed that literacy skill instruction supports agriculture education content (M=4.56, SD=.71).  They disagreed with the idea that properly incorporating literacy skills takes too much class time (M=2.88, SD=1.16). For objective 4, some of the findings included: The median frequency of having students outline material or take notes was 2-3 times a week (38.1%). The median frequency of worksheet usage was once a week (45.2%).  The median frequency of students creating presentations was 2-3 times a month (33.3%). The median frequency in which students are asked to summarize content was once a week (26.2%).  Traditional writing assignments were used at a median frequency of once a month (33.3%). 

Discussion
Overall, it can be concluded a majority of agriculture teachers believe they have background knowledge in classroom literacy strategies, are willing to collaborate with the English/Language Arts, are fairly confident in their ability to assess student reading and writing, and identify as readers.  They also tend to have positive attitudes and beliefs regarding their role in literacy education.  In their classrooms, agriculture teachers tend to use a wide variety of literacy practices on a regular basis.  The change in agriculture teachers’ beliefs and training in literacy skills is a departure from previous research.  CCSS has placed a heavy emphasis on literacy skills.  It is possible that professional development designed to support CCSS has had a positive impact on agriculture teacher attitudes regarding literacy skill instruction.  Further research should be done to determine what types of literacy focused professional development teachers have attended and if it has influenced teacher attitudes/beliefs.  Also, pre-service teachers should be studied to determine if their attitudes regarding literacy skill instruction have changed.
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