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Introduction

Teacher preparation programs frequently employ clinical experiences and school visits as methods of effectively preparing pre-service teachers.  Interviews of both college students and inservice teachers have found “clinical experiences to be the most strongly approved portions of teacher education programs” (Zeichner, 1980).  Additionally, some of the reform directing the future of agricultural education teacher preparation relates to the time devoted to field-based experiences (Connors and Mundt, 2001). For these reasons, many teacher preparation programs require early field experiences throughout their preservice teachers’ academic programs (Zeichner, 1980).  In Connors and Mundt’s study performed in 2001, the majority of agriculture teacher preparation programs were reported to require some form of early field experience before student teaching.  Because middle and high school agriculture programs differ greatly by school, the benefits of multiple field experiences for pre-service teachers are numerous.  However, barriers including preparation and planning time (Lacina, 2004), funding, scheduling conflicts, and distance limit the number of agriculture program visits teacher educators can offer their students.  A possible method to allow more observation of various agriculture programs while overcoming these barriers lies in virtual field trips, which provide access to places normally considered difficult or impossible for classrooms to visit (Lacina, 2004).  Through the creation and utilization of virtual field trips in teacher preparation programs, preservice teachers can gain access to various schools and agriculture departments in their teacher education classes, while teacher educators save time and resources.
Steps

This innovative idea is currently being implemented in a southern state’s land grant institution’s agricultural education Early Experience Block, which contains 24 preservice teachers in their junior year of college.  Each pre-service teacher is required to create a virtual field trip of the school/agriculture department in which they are currently completing 30 field experience hours.  They were provided step-by-step instructions to create a virtual field trip using mapwing.com, a free virtual field trip creation site.  Through this site, pre-service teachers create maps of schools and agriculture departments, display multi-direction views from various points, showcase specific areas of interest, and guide visitors through the tour as if they were actually walking in the building.  Each photograph is accompanied by comments that serve as the tour guide’s explanation of what the tourist is viewing.

Once all virtual tours are completed, pre-service teachers direct their classmates through their field experience schools using the virtual field trip in a presentation.  Student opinions regarding the creation of a virtual field trip and perceptions of the efficacy of using these field trips as a method of gaining access to multiple agriculture departments has been assessed.  This assessment, along with the views of agriculture education professionals gathered through the presentation of this Innovative Ideas poster, serves to gauge the efficacy of the use of virtual field trips in this setting, as well as provide ideas for improvement for future years.
Results and Implications to Date
Initial observation of student reaction to the assignment was encouraging.  Pre-service teachers expressed great interest in both creating virtual tours and taking on the role of “tourist” for their classmates’ tours.  Further, they had few initial questions regarding methods for creating the virtual tours.  The implications for the utilization of virtual field trips to enhance student understanding of various agriculture departments are vast.  The agricultural education programs that students experience increase greatly in number, and can become more diverse due to the elimination of geographical and time barriers.  Pre-service teachers gain a larger appreciation for different aspects of all types of agriculture departments in both middle and high schools, perhaps even across state lines. These students can then utilize their education and these virtual field trips to gather a greater variety of tools and ideas to later utilize in their own classrooms.  Students also gain a deeper understanding of the various components of their own field experience site by creating the virtual tour for others.

Advice to Others

Agricultural education professors at universities nationwide are encouraged to utilize virtual tours, through either a similar assignment or alternative methods, to allow increased opportunities for their pre-service teachers.  These opportunities will eliminate geographical, resource, and time barriers so students can observe a greater variety of middle and high school agriculture departments, as well as experience more FFA events and SAE visits.  In order to maximize the benefits of virtual field trips in the classroom, it is recommended that teachers take several virtual field trips prior to planning an assignment involving them, so they are familiar with the navigation and process of virtual tour design (Lacina, 2004).  Through discussion and collaboration with others who are interested in further developing the use of virtual tours in the teacher preparation program, the benefits and methods of this innovative idea can gain greater clarification and merit.  
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