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The Influence of a Professional Development Workshop on Secondary Agriscience Instruction

Need for Research

Across the United States, professional development workshops are conducted to provide teachers with the latest in content, instructional techniques, and classroom technologies that will facilitate their local efforts to improve their local curriculum and instructional programs.  With seemingly limitless workshop opportunities offered through professional organizations (e.g. NAAE) or through education-focused businesses, the capacity to improve secondary instruction is ever present.  Yet with these opportunities, little is known of the effectiveness of these workshops to create change in local secondary-level programs.  Williams (2009) found that for agriscience teacher workshops to be effective measures, they needed to be confined to one-day or shorter in length as teachers were unlikely to participate if the workshop was any longer.  Miller (2006) found that workshops can create a positive attitude towards the topic and intentions to change the local curriculum.  However, Williams (2009) also found that intentions to change does not equate to actual change, even if the content is tied to an FFA-related CDE event.

Workshops related to topics like computer technology updates have the potential to impact across the entire local instructional program.  However, many agriculture content-related workshops are designed for teaching in a specific course.  There are some core content topics like water, energy, labor that have the ability to cross several agriscience course boundaries.  As such, workshops related to these topics also have the potential to impact across the entire local instructional program.  This study sought to understand the potential for an agriculture-related, content workshop to impact across a local agriscience curriculum. 

Theoretical Framework

According to Cervero (1984), the effectiveness of a continuing professional education (CPE) program can be determined by looking at four separate variables instead of just the one variable, the CPE program, as stated in previous research.  Those four variables are: characteristics of the CPE program, characteristics of the individual professional, characteristics of the proposed behavioral changes, and characteristics of the social system in which the professional operates.  These variables commonly appear in diffusion of innovations literature, which also focuses on behavior change.  In this study we will specifically look at the behaviors, attitudes, and characteristics of the individual teaching professional. 

Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of this study is to determine the effectiveness of using a workshop to influence knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors of agriscience teachers toward the implementation of water-management curriculum into their classroom instruction.  The specific objectives guiding this study are to:
1. Describe [state] agriscience teachers through demographic variables: age, completed years teaching, gender, highest degree received, background, water management related experience, current water-related instructional practices, and frequency of water management and conservation information seeking behavior. 
2. Determine knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, behaviors, and confidence of Texas agriscience teachers towards the implementation of water related curriculum in their classroom instruction immediately following participation in the workshop.

Methodology

Agricultural educators in [state] were the target population for this study.  From the population, those who attended the annual [state] agriscience professional development conference were deemed the sampled population (Lohr, 1999), and the 28 who attended the water management workshop served as the sample for this study.  This quantitative study utilized a 75-item questionnaire to examine characteristics of the four variables previously mentioned and to gather demographic data.  Items were measured using Likert type scales and true/false questions.  At the conclusion of the workshop, teachers were asked to complete the instrument.  Appropriate statistical analyses were selected using SPSS 17.0 to answer the research objectives.

Results

The respondents ranged in age from 21 to 58 with the mean age being 40 years.  The respondents were 37% female and 63% male.  A majority (92.9%) of the respondents were Caucasian.  The number of completed years in teaching ranged from zero to 36 (M=11).  Bachelor’s degree was the most common education level (53.6%) followed by Master’s degree (35.7%).  For frequency of information seeking regarding water management and conservation, more than once a year but less than monthly was the most frequent response (39.3%).

Related to Objective 2 the study revealed that the majority (82%) of secondary agriscience teachers who attended the workshop agree or strongly agree that they are better able to communicate about water management and conservation with others, and they are more likely to include water management and conservation topics in their curriculum.  The study also found that 89% of workshop participants felt a workshop is an effective method of increasing water management and conservation knowledge.  Over half (64%) of the participants chose agree or strongly agree to the statement I find teaching water management and conservation to be advantageous in my job. 

Conclusions/implications/recommendations/impact on profession

The study found that upon completion of the workshop almost all participants believed they had gained the knowledge to teach about water management, and they thought a workshop was an appropriate form of gaining that knowledge.  All participants said they could teach water management and conservation.  Overall, agricultural educators agreed with the statements about changes in their knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes related to water management and conservation.  Based on the findings, a workshop can be a successful means of introducing a new idea to teachers.  The results from this study will enhance workshop design and delivery for future teacher conferences.
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