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Analyzing Social Networks in Pre service Teacher Education

Introduction

Pre service teachers within agricultural science possess a large library of resources from which they can develop lesson plans and learn content material. In today’s technologically dependent society pre service teachers have information at their fingertips 24 hours a day. According to Roberts, Murphy and Edgar (2008, pp. 795-796), “the dynamic process of knowledge acquisition relies on social interactions to clarify knowledge and process experiences.” The student teaching internship experience allows for pre service teachers to socially interact with a plethora of individuals; high school students, teachers, university faculty and fellow pre service teachers. The social interactions that occur during the student teaching experience affect pre service teacher behaviors (Bandura, 1977) and allow for the development of communities of practice. Social interaction can occur through a variety of paths. The technological advancements in social networking have provided quicker more convenient avenues. According to Howe & Strauss (2000), students in today’s society, the Millennial Generation, are well versed in internet usage and have always been immersed in a technology-rich environment. Fallows (2004) found that the Millennial Generation possesses a favorable attitude in regards to the value of Internet use. The theoretical foundation of this study is rooted in the grand theory of Kolb’s experiential learning model, which consists of four components; active testing, concrete experience, reflective observation and abstract hypothesis (Jensen, 2008). During their student teaching internship experience, pre service teachers progress through all four components of Kolb’s cycle.  Communication between student teachers is especially important in facilitating reflective observation.  

Purpose

The purpose of this study was to explore social interaction between pre service teachers during the student teaching internship experience; describing the purposes and frequencies of, and methods used for, student to student interactions. 
Methodology

A researcher developed instrument was used to assess interaction between student teachers during the Fall 2007, Spring 2008, and Spring 2009 semesters. The four–question instrument was constructed as a matrix with all pre service teachers’ names as column headers and the questions (with response options) as row headers. The first two questions were designed to solicit the frequency in which each pre service teacher interacted with each of their peers. The third question asked participants to identify all the technologies they used to communicate with each peer. The fourth question sought to determine the reasons for which each participant communicated with each of their peers: Venting/Reflecting (V/R), Planning/Information (P/I), and/or Social/Personal (S/P). Comparisons were made between the groups addressing the purposes and frequencies of, and methods used for, student to student interactions. Social networks were examined using KeyPlayer; a software program that identifies optimal sets of nodes in a network, or the number of distinct, or non–redundant, connections to others. The resulting network models for each purpose (V/R, P/I, & S/P), within each group, were compared to attempt to identify similarities, differences, and trends.

Results/Findings

Pre service teachers frequently interacted throughout their student teaching experience (M = 24.44, N = 59). The average frequency of interaction increased from one group to the next. Group one (Fall 2007) interacted an average of 15.77 (min = 3, max = 34) times, group two (Spring 2008) interacted an average of 27.95 (min = 11, max = 48) times and group three (Spring 2009) interacted an average of 31.75 (min = 13, max = 56) times throughout the student teaching experience. Student teachers interacted for a variety of purposes. Between all three groups 98.3% (N = 58) of the pre service teachers interacted for P/I purposes, 93.2% (N = 55) interacted to V/R and 91.5% (N = 54) of the pre service teachers interacted for S/P purposes. When analyzing the key players group one possessed six key players in overall interaction and only one of those key players served as a key player in P/I. In group two, three key players immerged overall and none of the key players surfaced as key players in V/R, P/I and S/P interaction. In group three, one key player immerged overall and the individual key player was also a key player in S/P interaction as well. Pre service teachers utilized face to face communication most often (M = 5.83, N = 59), followed by the use of the phone (M = 4.07, N = 59). The methods of interaction among the groups varied. Groups one and two were similar in their methods of interaction using face to face communication as the most common form of interaction (group one, M = 5.05; group two, M = 7.33) to communicate. Group three most frequently interacted through text messaging (M = 3.52), utilizing this technology to a higher degree than groups one and two. The least used forms of methods of communication were instant messaging and Facebook. Even though Facebook was the least used forms of social interaction it is still noted that Facebook was utilized to a higher degree by group three than groups one and two.
Conclusions, Recommendations, and Implications
1) In examining these three semesters, student teachers are interacting more.  Social interaction among students, students contacting students, still occurs most frequently by face-to-face communication, and second by phone.  That remains startling to the authors. 2) The use of text messaging has increased, significantly in the last year. The use of Facebook, while not statistically different, appears to be increasing. 3) Student teachers continue to primarily interact with small networks of three to five peers.  The makeup of these networks remains dependent on the purpose of the of the interaction.  
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