Retrospective Reflection on School-based Agricultural Education Early Field Experience: Perceptions of Teacher Aspirants

Introduction/Theoretical Framework

School-based agricultural education (SBAE) teacher preparation programs are charged with providing teacher candidates with content knowledge and instructional delivery skills needed to facilitate the three-component model of agricultural education (Franklin & Molina, 2012). Students who aspire to become school-based agriculture education instructors come to teacher preparation programs with their own vision of the job. A vision that generally reflects their experience in agricultural education and youth development organizations like FFA or 4-H. 

Pre-service teachers are often attracted to the profession due to their leadership accomplishments in FFA or their livestock SAE experience (Ingram et al., 2018). Perhaps the strongest influence on prospective teacher candidates is their Ag Teacher (Harms & Knoblock, 2005; Ingram et al., 2018). The catalog of these experiences serves as the lens preservice teachers use to create new knowledge and attitudes related to their college major and career choice. Pre-service teachers use their experiences to “selectively shape and delimit expectations, perceptions, cognition, and feelings. Consequently, they have a strong tendency to reject ideas that fail to fit their preconceptions, labeling those ideas as unworthy of consideration” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 5). Thus, creating a challenge for teacher educators intent on teaching best practices related to the implementation of the three-component model of agricultural education.   

Agricultural education is known for its “Doing to Learn” approach (Zilbert & Leske, 1989). Observation, research, and immersion are common practice for those who aspire to become doctors, lawyers, and teachers. Similarly, early field experiences (EFE) in teacher preparation provide teacher candidates the opportunity to take an active role in developing their knowledge, skills and attitudes regarding teaching and advising prior to the student teaching internship (Retallick, 2005; Retallick & Miller, 2007).

To facilitate the active assimilation of the requisite knowledge, skills, and dispositions needed to lead an SBAE program, teacher candidates in the [Department at University] are required to complete course work focused on the foundations of agricultural education. Laboratory and Clinical Experiences in Agricultural Education is a one-credit hour course designed to introduce teacher candidates to the early field experience requirement of the agricultural education major. In an effort to transform pre-service teachers frame of reference as related to SBAE, the course implemented structured critical reflection on students assumptions, observations, and experiences during the course of the semester. Using Mezirow’s subject reframing approach, faculty utilized a retrospective pre and post-reflection exercise to help students explore their frame of reference and assumptions related to SBAE teaching effectiveness (Mezirow, 1991). 

Purpose/Research Question

While reflection is a critical component of experiential learning and for knowledge gain and retention, there needs to be more research in School-based agricultural education (SBAE) teacher education about the influence of experiential reflection on effective teaching growth. A better understanding of the relationship between preservice observations and experiences could improve teaching and learning for SBAE teacher education programs.
The study aimed to evaluate the impact of agricultural education teacher aspirants' self-perceived change in school-based agricultural education (SBAE) teaching effectiveness. 
1. What lived experiences emerge as themes from pre-reflection and where do they align within the effective teaching instrument? 
2. Was there a change in teacher aspirants' then-and-now assessment scores from the effective teaching instrument?
3. What change was found in teacher aspirants' then-and-now assessment scores from the effective teaching instrument based on personal and pre-profession characteristics?

Methods/Procedures

This study utilized a mixed method design analyzing student pre-reflections collected at the start of the semester. Researchers sought to understand the essence of students’ previous experiences and how they may influence the impact of the course's early field experiences. Quantitative data reflecting teacher aspirants' perceived SBAE teaching effectiveness was also collected using a retrospective pretest-posttest approach (Little et al., 2020) featuring a modified version of the Effective Teaching Instrument (ETI) (Eck et al., 2020). The effective teaching model for SBAE teachers outlines six essential components of an effective agricultural education teacher, including intracurricular engagement, person disposition, appreciation for diversity and inclusion, pedagogical preparedness, work-life balance, and professionalism (Eck et al., 2020), which were operationalized to provide purposeful early field experiences for teacher aspirants.

The Fall 2022 semester allowed for changes to the course content due to modifications made by the professional education unit at [university] (Office of Educator Support [University]. (August 2022). The course was revised to include a more purposeful approach to early field experiences that culminated in a reflective course presentation highlighting student experiences completed during the course ([Instructor]. (Spring 2022). The study population was limited to students enrolled in [Course] (N=41). Thirty-one students (75%) submitted pre-reflections for coding and 26 (63%) completed the Qualtrics now-and-then ETI. The course assignments used to inform this study were graded prior to analysis and then blinded prior to the analysis. The student's participation in the study was voluntary; participants' grades were not impacted based on the completion of the artifacts for the purpose of the study. 

Pre-reflection artifacts were collected at the start of the semester in August 2022. A semistructured reflection protocol was used to allow students to describe the essence of their previous experiences. Reflection prompts were directly related to the objectives of the course and represented the essential components of an effective SBAE teacher according to Eck et al. (2019). A phenomenological approach was employed to allow previous lived experiences of participants to emerge during the open coding process (Creswell & Poth, 2018, van Manen, 2014). Axial coding methods were used during the second cycle to align the emerging themes with the six essential components of the effective teaching model for SBAE teachers (Eck et al., 2020; Saldana, 2016). 

The Effective Teaching Instrument was developed and validated to serve as an instrument to evaluate SBAE teachers effectiveness by 
utilizing six essential components of effective teaching (Eck et al., 2020). The validated instrument was modified to allow students in [Course] to evaluate their self-perceived effectiveness as a now-and-then measure at the conclusion of the semester. Qualtrics® was used to provide an anonymous now-and-then instrument to measure the change in students' self-reported teaching effectiveness from early field experiences during the course. The now-and-then instrument was chosen to address the self-perceived levels of SBAE teaching effectiveness and measure the change in SBAE teaching effectiveness scores making it more accurate than a traditional pre-post assessment (Lam & Bengo, 2003; Little et al., 2020; Rohs & Langone, 1997). 

The instrument used a 4-point Likert-type scale. Data were converted to an SBAE teaching effectiveness score for analysis with a minimal potential score of 26 and a maximum potential score of 104 (McDonald, 1997). The data set met the assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variance. To address research question two, a paired samples t-test was conducted to compare teacher aspirants' now-and-then scores (Field, 2018). Research question 3 utilized a factorial AVONA to analyze relationships between change scores and personal and pre-professional characteristics (Field, 2018).  

Results/Findings

The coding process led to the emergence of themes to answer research question one. Responses ranged from complete detailed paragraphs to bulleted lists as they reflected to share the essence of their current and previous lived experiences. The six essential components of the ETI were represented in varying levels of description based on each participant’s understanding and lens of effective SBAE teacher traits. 

In the personal disposition component, participants listed traits related to “… leadership, communication, responsible, honesty, helpful, visionary” as essential for managing an “effective program, efficient classroom, and building skills” to “support practice and build life-long skills.” 

The diversity and inclusion component were supported by participants reflecting on their home community experiences. Selected statements included: “the ability to feel welcomed,” “presence of various people groups,” or the lack thereof “I don’t have … experience with different ethnicities and cultures because I am from a rural community”. 

When reflecting on the pedagogical preparedness component, participants expressed the following:  preparation is “…critical to a smooth running program” and important for “student success”. A majority of the reflections and experiences focus on specific essential tasks of “lesson plans,” “learning environment,” “materials,” and the need for “organization.” 

Reflections related to the intracurricular engagement component described the importance of the “FFA experiences.” Expressing the sentiment that “… all students should be FFA members”, “all freshmen should earn their Greenhand degree,” and get involved in “FFA activities beyond the classroom.” Others recognized the significance of SAE needing to “connect them with industry” in areas specific to “students interest areas.” Participants continued by addressing a “students sense of belonging” by “learning to do” as well as “students growth” in character and soft skills through “patience, responsibility, and hard work.” 

Conflicting and complex experiences were shared when reflecting on the work-life component balance with the shared understanding that “it's hard.” Participants defined work-life balance in a plethora of ways ranging from “prioritizing job-related tasks,” “time management,” and “setting personal boundaries.” Offering several strategies of “communication of needs,” “protecting personal time,” and “taking time to rest.” One individual stated, “I won't know work-life balance until I become an Ag Teacher.” 

The professional traits component elicited responses related to “dressing, acting, and representing” themselves as professionals were essential within the “school and community.” Having a shared sentiment that “Ag teachers are held to a higher standard” and if “students are expected to wear official dress, the advisor should lead by example.”  

To address research question two, a paired t-tested was used to compare the now-and-then score means (n=26) for ETI to determine if there was a self-reported change in SBAE teacher aspirants' effectiveness at the conclusion of the course (Field, 2018). The Then ETI score had a lower overall effectiveness score (M = 83.96, SE = 1.94, effect size) as compared to the Now ETI score (M = 93.80, SE = 1.66), resulting in a statistically significant paired t-test (t (25) = 6.531, p > .01). The Pearson’s correlation coefficient represents the relationship and effect size for our pair t-test as large with a positive trend (r = .672). 

Research question 3 sought to determine which personal and pre-professional characteristics have had an impact on SBAE teachers aspirants' self-reported experiences based on participants' change in ETI scores from the Now-and-Then assessment. A factorial design ANOVA was used to investigate age (F(23,3) = .942, p = .453), and intent to teach after graduation (F(24,2) = 1.107, p = .365) were both found to be statistically insignificant, but years enrolled in agricultural education (F(23,3) = 5.304, p = .017) which was statistically significantly different than other characteristics. Further analysis using a pairwise comparison of the years of enrollment in agricultural education showed that SBAE teacher aspirants who were previously enrolled in six years of agricultural education courses had a statistically significant difference with a change in mean scores of 28.00. 

Conclusions/ Discussion/ Implications

Overarchingly, participants' responses followed a similar essence in their reflections; description of traits related to each component, discussion of how those traits are utilized, and how they support students and the community. Experiences referenced in reflections on the six components (personal disposition, diversity and inclusion, pedagogical preparedness, intracurricular engagement, work-life balance, and professional traits) demonstrate an understanding from a pre-professional student lens when discussing each of the effective teaching components (Harms & Knoblock, 2005; Ingram et al., 2018). SBAE teacher aspirants, when sharing personal dispositions and pedagogical preparedness, focused on leadership traits and its influence on the program, students, and community with no mention of pedagogy, teaching methods, rapport built with students, or teaching philosophy (Eck et al., 2020; Harms & Knoblock, 2005; Ingram et al., 2018). The lived experiences regarding intracurricular engagement were limited to the importance of FFA and SAEs and how they build positive characteristics in SBAE students, but no mention of how to integrate all three aspects of the three-circle model (Franklin & Molina, 2012; Ingram et al., 2018). Participants most commonly linked Diversity and Inclusion to “culture,” “religions,” and “accessibility” as the essence of their experiences. Definitions provided for Work-life Balance and Diversity and Inclusion components had extremely narrow views with vastly different experiences, all of which suggest a lack of experience and limited understanding of both. 

The lived experiences from pre-reflections depict a basic understanding of the components, passion, and interest needed to learn. However, pre-reflection data also reflected SBAE teacher aspirants' limited or narrow view of SBAE teaching, reinforcing the need to expand and focus their understanding, attitudes, and essential skills needed to be an effective SBAE teacher (Mezirow, 1991; Retallick, 2005; Retallick & Miller, 2007). However, it may be too early in the teacher preparation program to identify whether or not teacher aspirant’s reject new ideas that fail to meet their preconceptions (Mezirow, 1991).

SBAE teacher aspirants all had a positive self-reported change from Then, the start of the course, to Now, the conclusion of the course. A practical and statistical significance were found in then-and-now paired t-test results, agreeing with previous research, which suggests that early field experiences (EFE) and reflections had a positive influence on SBAE teacher aspirants' effective SBAE teaching preparedness (Mezirow, 1991; Retallick, 2005; Retallick & Miller, 2007). The comparison of personal and pre-professional characteristics to self-reported change in then-and-now scores found that years of enrollment in agricultural education were significant. Aligning with existing research that suggests previous “Learning to Do” experiences have framed SBAE career and program expectations (Mezirow, 1991). The early field experiences that are part of the [Course] were effective in providing the career-specific experiences needs to help participants view SBAE teacher effectiveness from a new perspective as represented by participants with six years of agricultural education enrollment self-reporting the greatest increase in ETI scores (Mezirow, 1991; Retallick, 2005; Retallick & Miller, 2007).   

Regarding recommendations for research, SBAE researchers should continue to collect qualitative and quantitive data featuring early field experiences and their impact on the three components of School-based agricultural education. Specifically, the integration of the three components within a complete SBAE program, as it emerged as an area where participants may need additional experiences to develop needs skills and attitudes needed to be an effective SBAE Teacher (Retallick, 2005; Retallick & Miller, 2007). Longitudinal studies should be designed to capture data at critical points in the teacher preparation process. Regarding recommendations for practice, teacher educators should re-examine the early field experience requirement and purposefully direct students to observe, engage, and reflect on specific components identified by Eck et al., 2020. Directed experiences have the potential to better prepare future SBAE Teachers for the implementation of the three-component model of agricultural education.  
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