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Enhancing Pre-Service Teaching Advising by Adopting a Skills Inventory
Introduction
The needs of student teachers have been the subject of considerable research in agricultural education (Edwards & Briers, 2001; Johnson, Lindhardt, & Stewart, 1989; Mundt & Connors, 1999; Talbert, Camp, & Heath-Camp, 1994).  Fritz & Miller (2003) found student teachers were most concerned about self-adequacy, including subject matter competency.  Similarly, Myers, Dyer, and Washburn (2005) suggested most needs and /or issues facing student teachers include classroom instruction. These findings suggest there may need a need to strengthen subject matter competency of pre-service teachers.
The confluence of university courses that lack skills training and the lack of practical agricultural experience of pre-service students have created teacher candidates that lack many of the fundamental skills they are required to teach.  Student teachers commonly express they cannot teach a skill because they do not have adequate skills themselves.  Additionally, cooperating teachers have indicated student teachers lack necessary skills. 
To identify the scope of this problem, a “skills inventory” instrument was developed to assess the skills of the students in a pre-service program.  While students come to pre-service programs with a variety of skills, they will undoubtedly gain additional skills while completing courses in the teacher preparation program.  A skills inventory assessment may enhance advising of pre-service students and encourage student to seek courses and experiences that will strengthen their skill set before they begin teaching. 

How it Works
The instrument was developed from a variety of sources including consultation with practicing secondary teachers, master teachers, post-secondary agricultural educators, and university teacher educators.  The breakdown of courses taught at the secondary level was also used to determine the relative importance of each area.  Data generated by state FFA officials indicate the greatest percentage of courses offered is in the areas of agriscience (34 %) and agricultural mechanics (29%).  Other courses include plant science, including floral and ornamental horticulture (12%), “other” agriculture (10%), animal science (6%), agricultural business management (4%) and forestry/natural resources (1%).

An initial list of over 250 content specific skills was developed and pared to 172 items representing specific skills necessary to teach and supervise agricultural experiences.  The selected skills represented the following areas:  Agricultural Business/Information Technology; Agricultural Mechanics; Animal Science; Plant Science/Ornamental Horticulture/Floriculture; and Natural Resources.  Emphasis was placed in proportion to the courses taught in the state. 
A list of agricultural education majors was extracted from the campus data system, which was deemed to be a reliable source.  Students were asked to complete an on-line survey instrument which characterized each skill into a scale of No prior knowledge, I have seen it done, I have done it, and I can teach it.  An on-line survey instrument was also used to collect data from subject matter faculty to determine the extent of skills introduced in required subject matter competency courses. Faculty were asked the same items with a modified rating scale: I talk about it; I demonstrate it; My students do it.  Students are invited by email to complete the online skills inventory and save their results for advising using the provided print option.  Follow ups were made by email and in person by the agricultural faculty to increase the response rate.
Results

The initial survey of 56 students resulted in the completion of 45 instruments (80%).  Class level breakdown included: seven freshman, six sophomores, 12 juniors, and 20 seniors.  Mean scores were computed for each general area (see Table 1).
Table 1

Mean responses by subject area and class level
	
	Class Level

	Subject Area
	1
	2
	3
	4
	All

	Agricultural Business/Information Technology
	3.0
	3.1
	3.2
	3.3
	3.2

	Agricultural Mechanics
	1.9
	2.0
	2.6
	3.0
	2.6

	Animal Science
	2.8
	3.1
	3.3
	3.3
	3.2

	Plant Science/Ornamental Horticulture/Floriculture 
	1.7
	2.4
	2.8
	2.8
	2.6

	Natural Resources
	1.7
	2.0
	2.0
	2.2
	2.1

	Total
	2.2
	2.4
	2.8
	3.0
	2.8


Note:  Likert Scale (1 = no prior knowledge; 2 = I have seen it; 3 = I have done it; 4 = I can teach it).
It must be noted that these samples are small for statistical analysis and the survey itself does not indicate which courses may have been completed at the time of completing the instrument.   Areas of notable weakness were found across class levels in welding, landscape, floral, and natural resources management.  Areas of strength for incoming students appear to be in information technology and animal science.  

Mandatory advisement is required by the College of Agriculture and the Agricultural Education Department, which provided a venue for individual discussion of the instrument.  During advising, the inventory was reviewed and faculty members made recommendations to “fill in the gaps” with directed work and internship courses, other subject matter courses, and summer employment.  

Future Plans/Advice to Others
The long term goal of this project is to create a longitudinal study of student skills and to provide students the opportunity to assess their skills as they enter the program, either as freshmen or community college transfers.  Students will be asked to complete the assessment as they begin their student teaching experience to evaluate their acquisition of skills while undergraduates.  Data should also be used to tailor student teaching assignments to facilitate bridging gaps of necessary skills.  Further data should be collected following student teaching to assess gaps in necessary skills prior to completion of student teaching.  These data should be used to evaluate course requirements. Ultimately, long term research should provide evidence of increased teacher efficacy through carefully designed curriculum and student teacher placements.
Costs / Resources
The program has no direct cost beyond faculty instrument development and analysis time.  The on-line survey is supported by software developed and supported by the College.    
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