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Exploring the Indicators of an Effective Agricultural Educators’ Professional Development Event: The DELTA Conference 

Introduction/Need for Research
Preparing and providing an abundance of fully qualified and highly motivated agricultural educators at all levels is a priority initiative identified in the National Research Agenda for Agricultural Education and Communication 2007-2010 (Osborne, n.d.). Studies have been conducted to determine the quality of various professional development events and their lasting effect on instructional practices (Fishman, Marx, Best, & Tal, 2003; Weeks, 2000). The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the DELTA conference for the indicators of effective professional development. The DELTA conference is a professional development event, licensed by the National FFA Organization, conducted by teacher educators and education partners in California and Texas. Participants bring a content lesson with them and spend five days engaged in activities that incorporate theories of brain-based instruction (Caine & Caine, 1991), multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1983), cognitive domain (Bloom, Englehart, Furst, Hill, and Krathwohl, 1956), and modalities of learning (Bandler & Grinder, 1981) into the craft of teaching. 

Conceptual Framework
Dunkin and Biddle (1974) proposed a model for teaching and learning that includes four variables: presage (the teacher), context (the student), process (the interaction of the student and teacher), and product (learning that occurs). Looking to affect student behaviors, schools have focused on influencing teacher behaviors through professional development events. The DELTA conference addresses both presage and process. Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, and Yoon (2001), drawing heavily on Dewey’s (1938) postulate that experience is the key to all learning, found that professional development is of higher quality when sustained over time and involves a significant number of hours of engagement, ultimately leading to a change in teacher behavior. Their findings also revealed professional development that was both content focused and cohesive (connected with other professional development events, aligned with standards and assessments, and fostered professional communications) produced a higher level of changed practice (Garet et al., 2001). 

Methodology
Using an emergent qualitative design, the researcher served as the primary data collection instrument (Merriam, 1998). As a participant-observer at the DELTA conference, the researcher documented her thoughts, emotional and physical reactions, observations of fellow participants, and the structure of the conference.  Conference documents were collected for increased dependability. Following the conference and transcription of field notes, a member check was conducted to verify the perceptions and observations by fellow conference participants. The researcher coded the materials in an effort to identify patterns in events, personal responses, and participant interviews, always working toward deeper understanding of the emergent constructs. 


Results/Findings
The study confirmed the findings of Garet et al. (2001). The researcher, verified by the participants, found the extended engagement to be beneficial to the overall effectiveness of the conference. By focusing on the pedagogical features of a content-based lesson they brought with them, it became easier for the researcher and the conference participants to integrate the teaching strategies that were the focus of the professional development event. 
Unlike traditional workshop settings that last only a few hours, participants were immersed for 75 contact hours as they assumed the roles of student and teacher simultaneously. Physical practice of instructional behaviors and strategy applications allowed the researcher and fellow participants to examine their lessons under a microscope, dissect them, determine what failed to work, then practiced implementing strategies to repair problems. The conference provided an avenue for educators of all ages and experience to provide and receive immediate feedback with regards to implementation. 

During the week, participants applied and practiced tested teaching strategies, were coached as techniques were implemented, and were provided immediate feedback to facilitate improvement. This is very different from the past experiences of professional development events where the focus centered completely on instructional content. Those past experiences lasted from one to six hours and left the researcher feeling that the time spent would never effect change in classroom practices. 

Conclusions
Seventy-five contact hours, 30 educators, five facilitators, two teacher educators, and an environment that encouraged participants to take risks, provide professional support for peers, and to seek feedback while practicing implementation proved to be a catalyst for change in this researcher’s classroom. The indicators of effective professional development exist in the DELTA conference. There were extended engagement hours, the learning was active rather than passive absorption of information, and individual content expertise was utilized by having participants bring a lesson with them. DELTA related cohesively to personal experiences with professional development, aligned with standards and assessments, and fostered professional communication. According to Garet et al. (2001), these indicators lead to enhanced knowledge and skills as educators and will effect change in teaching practices. This change in practice leads to positive impacts on student learning, the ultimate goal of effective professional development (Garet et al., 2001). 

Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession
The DELTA conference is a premier professional development event for affecting teacher practice. Providers of teacher professional development events should look to the DELTA conference as a model. In order to change teacher practice, it is necessary to increase the duration of engagement, provide educators with a safe environment to practice the learned instructional techniques, and create an environment that fosters professional communication. It is time to move away from the traditional workshop style of delivering professional development. If teachers are going to be required to spend hours of their time in a workshop, it is imperative that the time be well spent by addressing the content they already possess and establishing cohesion with prior and future professional development activities. 
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