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Introduction

A journey into agricultural education is one that is unique to the educator. Some enter the career from a degree through a university while others enter through industry in agricultural education (Bowling, & Ball, 2018). Researchers note the impact of an entry experience is critical for the longevity of a teacher in a career (Ingersoll, et al., 2003). Early career educators (those under five years of teaching) are leaving the classroom at a more rapid pace than any other age group (White, 2008). For more than 50 years, retention in education has been a source of concern to those who prepare teachers and conduct in-service training (Ingersoll, et al., 2003; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). Agricultural educators have a large task as new teachers (Joerger, 2003; Torres et al., 2009). Additional job stress can stem from responsibilities including coordinating Supervised Agricultural Experiences (SAEs), planning and delivering classroom instruction, and advising the FFA chapter (Joerger, 2003; Torres et al., 2009) As an educator beginning their career, they may face challenges that will be hard to navigate, which leaves educators confused, frustrated and feeling isolated (Greiman, et al., 2005; Mundt & Connors, 1999). Teachers have many reasons to leave the profession, with lack of support among the largest contributors (Carroll, 2005).

One of the strongest tools used to help educators make a smooth entry into the profession is a mentoring program (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004).  Experts generally agree that teachers with a strong mentor and/or mentoring relationships are more likely to be retained in the profession (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). Novice teachers need to feel supported to meet their psychological needs and develop self-efficacy in their abilities to teach (Casprersen & Raaen, 2013; Chou, 2015). The question for teacher educators is how can we best mentor agricultural educators as they enter the profession?  There are several characteristics of mentoring experts suggest considering including how mentors are selected, how often mentors should be in contact with their mentees, and what should occur through the mentoring process.

Formal mentoring programs have noted retention benefits (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Parker, 2010; Richter et al., 2013). Numerous studies show the importance of mentoring relationships and note that educators who complete a formal mentorship program were more likely to be retained that those who without formal mentors (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Parker, 2010). Criticisms of formal mentoring are that they can feel to some participants as a way to critique teaching rather than guide continued educator growth (Peiter, Terry, & Cartmell, 2005). Researchers have also noted the importance of finding informal mentors, saying “a network of supportive people is critical to success and longevity” (Lemons et al., 2015, p.21). Information on formal mentoring programs can be found which include program evaluation and recommendations (Parker, 2010), but little information is available about how successful formal mentoring is in relation to informal mentoring for agricultural educators.

Frequency of contact is another component of noted importance in mentoring relationships. Tummons, et al. (2016) noted an average of 1.65 interactions per week between induction-year Missouri agricultural educators and their formal mentors. Parker (2010) recommended contact between mentors and mentees at least weekly in the first-year of teaching, noting that very few formal or mandated programs indicated contact so frequently. 

The components of successful mentoring vary based on the researcher, with most noting the importance of pedagogical (curriculum development and delivery) support, time management support, and support for handling teaching-related administrative tasks (Parker, 2010). In agricultural education, the types of psychosocial support were examined Tummons et al. (2016) and several researchers have examined factors related to making purposeful and successful mentor assignments (Burris, et al.., 2006; Lambert, et al., 2010). Disberger et al. (2022) outlined the importance of setting up a mentoring program with multiple mentors, structured reflection, and resources available as needs arise as best practices for mentoring in agricultural education. With these recommendations come the need to examine the current and past mentoring interactions before decisions about new mentoring components can be considered.

Little is known about how Idaho agricultural educators view the mentoring they received in their first year.  Understanding the concepts surrounding mentorship could provide additional guidance for structuring a sustainable and successful mentoring plan for agricultural educators in Idaho and has implications for the development of agricultural education mentoring programs in the region and country. The purpose of this portion of a larger study is to identify self-reported mentor experiences of agricultural educators in Idaho. To meet this purpose, we sought to: 
1. Describe agricultural educators’ source of mentoring during their first-year as an agricultural educator.
2. Describe the frequency of contact between Idaho agricultural educators and mentors during their first-year of teaching.

This study is rooted in Chapmans (1983) model of teacher retention which allowed Chapman to draw from Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory to outline the components important to teacher recruitment and retention. Chapman (1983) outlined several factors contributing to teacher retention including personal characteristics, teacher training components, school factors, and the initial entry into teaching. 

	Figure 1.
Conceptual model of teacher retention and entry experiences
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Within the factor of entry into teaching, Chapman (1983) included concepts for both social integration and professional integration. In this study, we specifically examine mentor relationships as a component of both social and professional integration. Chapman noted the importance of mentoring as a component related to the entry-experience of teachers. This conceptual model is shown in Figure 1.
Methods

This study was conducted as a descriptive retrospective survey design, in which respondents were asked to reflect on their first year teaching, regardless of their total years in the profession. Using a retrospective model is often helpful in cases where additional experience can provide clarity or information to reflection on a circumstance (Howard, et al., 1979), The population of this study was a census of agricultural educators N = 152 in Idaho. A total of n = 59 agricultural educators responded with complete data, for a 38.8% response rate. To help control for nonresponse error, we compared early and late respondents and found no differences. We also identified n = 14 nonrespondents who reported that no topic or component related to the topic was a factor in their nonresponse. Due to response rate, we caution generalizing data to the entire population or to other populations.

The instrument included three sections related to this portion of the study. The first section allowed respondents to report demographics characteristics including: age, number of years teaching agriculture, gender, and education level/preparation type.  The second section allowed respondents to report who they were mentored by in their first-year of teaching, with respondents selecting all descriptors for any mentors they experienced in their first-year of teaching. The third section allowed respondents to note how frequently they were in contact with their formal mentor (if they had one assigned) through their first year of teaching. The instrument was reviewed by teacher educator faculty in agricultural education and educational assessment and deemed appropriate from a face validity standpoint.

Data collection occurred both online and through a hard copy version distributed at the state agricultural educator summer in-service. Hard copy data were hand-entered and combined with online data in an excel document then analyzed using SPSS. A random check of 10% of hand-entered instruments were used to verify accuracy.

Findings

Subject characteristics allow us to describe demographic information for respondents (n = 59. Respondents were nearly equally split between female (50.8%, n = 30) and male (48.2%, n = 29). The largest proportion (39.0%, (n = 23) of respondents were within their first five years of teaching with 22.0%, (n = 13) in years 6-10, 20.3%, (n = 12) in years 11-15, and 18.7.0%, (n = 11) with 16 years or more of experience. More respondents highest education was a B.S. degree in agricultural education (44.1%, n = 26) than any other preparation. Full subject characteristics are shown in Table 1.

	Table 1. 
Subject Characteristics of Idaho Agricultural Educators (n  = 59)


	Demographic Variables
	f
	%

	Sex
	
	

	Male
	29
	49.2

	Female
	30
	50.8

	Highest Degree Obtained
	
	

	Industry Only
	3
	5.1

	Bachelor’s in AgEd
	26
	44.1

	Bachelor’s in Other
	5
	8.6

	BS in AgEd & Other
	2
	3.4

	Master’s in AgEd
	11
	18.6

	Master’s in Other
	10
	16.9

	Doctoral
	0
	0.00

	Years of Teaching Agriculture Completed
	
	

	1 to 5 years
	23
	39.0

	6 to 10 years
	13
	22.0

	11 to 15 years
	12
	20.3

	16 + years
	11
	18.7



	When asked to report who they recalled receiving mentorship from, more respondents noted reaching out to an agricultural educator who was not assigned as their formal mentor than any other category with 86.4% (n  = 51) of respondents indicating they reached out for help. Around half (50.8%, n = 30) of respondents indicated interactions with a formal mentor, more than half (54.2%, n = 32) were contacted by an agricultural educator who was not their formal mentor for mentoring advice, and 33.9%  (n = 20) reached out to other first-year teachers for mentoring advice. Several respondents (5.1%, n = 3) noted no mentoring relationship with any agricultural educator during their first year of teaching.

	Table 2. 

Categories of People First-Year Teachers Experienced as Mentors (n = 59)


	Mentor Descriptor
	f
	%

	Agricultural educator assigned as formal mentor 
	30
	50.8

	Agricultural educator not assigned as a formal mentor-
     I reached out to them
	51
	86.4

	Agricultural educator not assigned as a formal mentor-
    They reached out to me
	32
	54.2

	Other first-year agricultural educators
	20
	33.9

	I had no mentoring relationship with any agricultural educator
	3
	5.1

	Note. Respondents could choose multiple answers



	Respondents had varied contact with formal mentors. Although 40.7% of respondents were not assigned a formal mentor, those who were assigned a formal mentor experienced contact on a monthly (23.7%, n = 14) or weekly basis (15.3%, n = 9), with several less frequently contacted at 2-3 times per year (13.6%, n = 8), once a year (5.1%, n = 3), or not at all (1.7%, n = 1).  Frequencies of contact are included in Table 3. 

	Table 3. 
Frequency of Contact Between First-Year Teachers and Formal Mentors 


	Contact Frequency
	f
	%

	No formal mentor assigned
	25
	40.7

	Weekly
	9
	15.3

	Monthly
	14
	23.7

	2-3 times per year
	8
	13.6

	Annually
	3
	5.1

	Assigned formal mentor but no contact
	1
	1.7




Conclusions/Discussion/Recommendations

	Respondents in this study reported both formal and informal mentoring relationships. While more than half reported being assigned a formal mentor, the mentoring frequency was inconsistent between respondents. The type of mentor that teachers have is important to analyze because even without a formal mentor being assigned, new teachers were still seeking advice from others and created their own mentoring experience. Perhaps a mentoring program should allow for both formal and informal mentors, with the informal mentors being recognized and appreciated as much as the assigned mentor. Encouraging and supporting the creation of informal mentors may have strong benefits in the future because of the experience of developing teaching relationships with peers. 

	In agreement with Bandura and Chapman, the effect on teacher recruitment and retention should be further measured to see if the assignment of a mentor or the selection of a mentor has an impact on recruiting new teachers or helping to retain teachers in Idaho. If a mentoring program is developed to allow the selection of informal mentors, then the retention of teachers should also be measured. Future studies should also measure the social integration and professional integration of teachers into their profession in Idaho with the potential interaction of their mentors. Again, if a mentoring program is developed to allow the selection of informal mentors, then the integration of teachers should be measured. A formal mentoring program that recognized and engages all mentors, much in line with the suggestions of Disberger, et al. (2022), could affect recruitment and retention of the entry teachers, 

Agricultural educator mentoring in Idaho had inconsistent frequency of contact during the first year of teaching, over the course of many generations of teachers. This inconsistency could come from many sources and further study may require elaboration of the need and desire for interactions with a mentor in Idaho. The type of contact may need to be described, or assigned, in the formal mentoring program to better measure the impact. If mentors are assigned to interact on set frequencies with certain behaviors (such as reaffirming, supportive, or inquisitive), then the measurement of impact could be more specific. Allowing formal and informal mentors to interact in specific ways may also lead to more interactions altogether – but could also lead to less desire to interact. While we now know how teachers describe who and how often they reached out for mentorship in their first year, there is still much to learn as new systems are implemented.
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