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Desired Characteristics of Beginning Agricultural Education Instructors as Perceived by School Administrators

Introduction/Theoretical Framework

As the pressure for higher academic achievement in high schools increases, so does the demand for highly qualified and effective teachers. All teachers, including career and technical education teachers, are expected to help students meet the academic standards set forth by state departments of education. The call for students to perform well on state mandated tests is made throughout the educational system. However, much of the impact that is made on student learning depends on the teaching that occurs in the classrooms and laboratories of the school (Hattie, 2003). Therefore, the teacher that is facilitating the learning activities must be prepared in such a way to increase the potential for student learning, and ultimately academic achievement. Adequate performance on these tests is crucial for continued funding; therefore, administrators and other school authorities understand the importance of hiring qualified and effective teachers.
Previous research (Darling-Hammond, 2009; Miller, Kahler, & Rheault, 1989; Myers, Dyer, & Washburn, 2005; Roberts & Dyer, 2004), within and outside of agricultural education, has been conducted to identify the characteristics needed by an individual to be effective in teaching. One of the most common studies, outside of agricultural education, known to those in the teaching profession was completed by Rosenshine and Furst (1971). Although this study was conducted nearly 40 years ago, the characteristics of effective teaching identified by Rosenshine and Furst are still valuable today. Business-like approach, variability, opportunity to learn, clarity, and enthusiasm are a few of the characteristics that were identified. While these characteristics are arguably important for all teachers to possess, the current study was conducted to explore specifically the knowledge and skill needed by beginning agricultural education teachers, as perceived by high school administrators. The three component model of agricultural education (National FFA, n.d.) was utilized in examining characteristics of an effective agricultural education teacher. 
Methods

The purpose of the current research study was to help pre-service teacher preparation programs gain a better understanding of the desired characteristics of an effective beginning agriculture teacher. The specific objective of the research study was to identify the characteristics, in the areas of classroom/laboratory instruction, FFA, and Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE), of an effective agricultural education teacher in <state>.
Data was collected through the utilization of a modified version of the Dillman Total Design Survey Method (Dillman, 2000). The first round of the research was conducted by phone interview, and the second round was conducted through a mailed survey instrument. During the phone interview state staff of agricultural education (FFA Association Executive Secretary, state teachers’ association, state FFA facilitator, and state Agricultural Education Advisor) in <state> identified characteristics that they perceive to be important to the success of a beginning agriculture teacher. A survey instrument was then developed and a field and pilot study were conducted. Reliability coefficients (alpha) for all three areas of the survey were acceptable and ranged from .79 - .91. Following minor changes to the instrument, based on the field study, the survey instrument was sent out to high school administrators that have hired a new agriculture teacher in the past year, and high school administrators that have a veteran agriculture teacher who has been teaching in that school for more than 20 years. The administrators were asked to score each characteristic using a Likert-scale of 1 to 4 (one represented not important, two represented slightly important, three represented important, and four represented very important). Non-response was controlled by comparing early to late respondents as reported by Miller and Smith (1983). Comparisons indicated no significant difference in early to late respondents.
Results/Findings
A total of 96 surveys were sent and a total of 49 usable instruments were returned for an overall response rate of 51%. Data collected reflects that all of the characteristics identified by the stakeholders in round one of the research were also scored as important by high school administrators. On the 4-point scale the overall average for all characteristics was 3.42. Characteristics were categorized into one of three areas, to reflect the three component model of agricultural education. Categories included classroom and laboratory instruction, FFA, and Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE). Characteristics related to classroom and laboratory instruction ranked higher than those related to FFA and SAE.   
The three characteristics identified as most important in classroom and laboratory instruction included enthusiasm about students ( EQ \O(x,ˉ)=3.96), a fair approach to all students ( EQ \O(x,ˉ)=3.90), and the ability to serve as a positive role model for students ( EQ \O(x,ˉ)=3.90).  The three characteristics identified as most important when advising an FFA chapter included the ability to motivate students ( EQ \O(x,ˉ)=3.79), the ability to be genuine with students ( EQ \O(x,ˉ)=3.72), and the ability to work well with others ( EQ \O(x,ˉ)=3.69).  The three characteristics identified as most important when supervising SAE projects included enthusiasm about agricultural education ( EQ \O(x,ˉ)=3.86), the ability to keep administration informed ( EQ \O(x,ˉ)=3.66), and the ability to evaluate student performance ( EQ \O(x,ˉ)=3.63).
Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
High school administrators believed that all 69 characteristics identified by <state> agricultural education stakeholders were important. Based on the results of the study, the administrators perceived that each of the characteristics were important or very important for a beginning agriculture teacher to possess. Thus, agriculture teacher preparation programs must realize that in the three areas of the agricultural education model (National FFA, n.d.) administrators expect beginning teachers to have knowledge and skills in each area. Teacher educators should review the characteristics outlined in the study and compare these to their current preparation practices to determine if the current practices are meeting the expectations of the administrators that hire their graduates. If not, these teacher educators should determine what if anything should be changed in the program.

Classroom/laboratory instruction was deemed most important by high school administrators when looking at the entire agricultural education model. Although the three overall mean scores for the construct areas were important, classroom/laboratory instruction was higher overall. This may be in part to the fact that some administrators are not as familiar with FFA and SAE. However, teacher educators should consider the importance of classroom/laboratory instruction characteristics, in the eyes of administrators, as they prepare future agricultural education instructors.
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