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Agricultural Education “Un-Plugged”: Using Wireless Slates (WS) during Student Teaching in Agricultural Education

Introduction

	The current budget constraints facing many school districts require teachers and administrators to review closely functionality and cost when selecting technology for the classroom. The use of “interactive whiteboards [IWBs] are becoming increasingly popular in educational environments” (Haldane, 2007, p. 257). The average cost to equip a classroom with an IWB is $2,100.00 (Bunch, Whisenhunt, Edwards, Robinson, & Ramsey, 2010) assuming the computer and projection technology to support the IWB is already in place. An alternative to IWBs that allows for similar functionality at a significantly reduced cost is the Wireless Slate (WS).

	Wireless Slates can be used with or without IWBs; each combination has a different effect on teaching and learning. In classrooms that employ both IWBs and WSs, teachers and students are given flexibility and mobility options that are otherwise unavailable. However, when the WS is used as a stand alone device, it functions easily with a projected image, enabling students and teachers to control applications and write over text and images from anywhere in the room (“The Truth about,” 2007). 

	Teachers often teach as they were taught (Nelson & Thompson, 2005). Although most agriscience teachers actively explore and adopt technology for regular use in instruction, limited active experimentation and advanced integration of technology in instruction occurs (Kotrlik, Redmann, & Douglas, 2003). So, it is imperative that the use of technology-enabled classrooms in teaching methods courses for pre-service AGED students are facilitated. 

How it Works

The spring 2010 student teaching block at XXX University included 27 student teachers. The “block” is comprised of two four-week courses that work in concert to prepare student teachers for the 12-week student teaching internship: AGED 4103, Methods and Skills of Teaching and Management in Agricultural Education and AGED 4113 Laboratory Management in Agricultural Education. AGED 4103 includes a lab that serves as the “micro-teaching” component of the block. The spring 2010 block required four lab sections. To insure that each lab was equipped with appropriate technology, WS was introduced in one of the microteaching laboratories.

The classroom in which the WS was used is traditionally equipped (i.e., chalkboard, pull down projection screen, and an overhead projector). To convert the classroom to a technology-enabled classroom required that a computer, projector, and WS be transported daily via a “technology cart.” Introducing the WS into a traditional setting provided student teachers in that lab section the opportunity to practice teaching their lessons while employing all of the features their peers were using in the rooms equipped with IWBs.


Results to Date

Seven of 27 student teachers used the WS during the student teaching block in the spring 2010 semester. Those students were able to control applications (i.e., SMART Notebook and the tools associated with IWBs) and write over text and images from anywhere in the room. The WS allowed pupils with limited mobility or who were simply uncomfortable standing in front of the class to use the WS to manipulate images, words, and objects. Student teachers who used the WS initially struggled to implement the new technology into their practice. But most became more confident with each lesson they presented. For example, early in their experience, a student teacher commented that, “First use of the WS was uncomfortable and dissimilar from the IWBs.” However, student teachers learned that by using the WS they were able to maneuver around the classroom and address student management issues with minimal negative impact on the learning environment. Attending to behavior issues in such a manner allowed the WS to gain support among the student teachers. 

Future Plans 

AGED faculty at this institution will continue to integrate WSs into microteaching settings during the student teaching block as well as earlier pre-service courses. Further, as student teachers complete their 12-week internships, an opportunity to introduce the WS to cooperating teachers exists. Student teachers are in a unique position to serve as change agents regarding the adoption of this technology by cooperating teachers. The professional relationship that develops between the student teacher and the cooperating teacher creates a situation for interpersonal communications that can impact the early stages of the innovation-decision process for potential adopters positively (Rogers, 2003).

Cost

	Given the current economic down turn, public school administrators may consider the WS as a first step to creating technology-enabled classrooms. The WS used during the student teaching block was purchased for $340.00 (approximately an 80% cost savings compared to the average cost of an IWB as reported by Bunch et al., 2010).
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