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Getting Their Feet Wet: Children's Water Festival Presentations as a Field Experience Component

Introduction/Need for Innovation

For pre-service teachers, the early field experience holds an important place in teacher education programs. Pre-student teaching field experiences help future teachers better understand the classroom environment, build confidence, and appreciate the various roles teachers play (Arnett & Freeburg, 2008). According to the National Standards for Teacher Education in Agriculture (AAAE, 2001), field experiences should be high quality, well planned, and sequential. Pre-service teachers in the agricultural education department at the University of Wisconsin-River Falls (UWRF) complete 120 hours of early field experience prior to student teaching. Their exposure to middle-school age students is limited because of a lack of middle school courses in the agriculture programs near campus.

Presenting at an area water festival provides an alternative early field experience activity working with middle school students. “A water festival is typically a one-day event organized to educate a large number of students from several schools about water resources” ("Children's Water Festivals", n.d., para.1). The Chisago Children's Water Festival provides hands-on water resources education to nearly 750 fifth-grade students in September each year. In the fall of 2007, the organizers of the Chisago County Water Festival invited students from the UWRF agricultural education department to present at the festival. Participation in service learning activities like this helps students learn both disciplinary knowledge and civic knowledge (Robinson & Torres, 2007). The festival provided an opportunity to build teaching knowledge while supporting the community.

How It Works

Students enrolled in the AGED 201 Program Delivery in Agricultural, Extension, and Leadership Education and TED 440 Techniques in Agriculture courses present at the festival. Students first attend an evening training session provided by the Minnesota Project WET coordinator. Student groups of 2-3 are then assigned to each of the activity stations. Each group then prepares an instructional plan. The festival coordinators provide the basic materials, but the students need to clarify the learning outcomes and develop introductions. For students enrolled in AGED 201 this field experience is their first opportunity to write and present a lesson.

On the day of the festival, each student group presents four to six times to classroom sized groups of fifth-graders. The festival coordinators provide all materials. Unlike many classroom-based field experiences, students teach and reflect on the same lesson numerous times throughout the day. After the day is complete, students submit a reflection paper based on the entire experience. In 2009 the UWRF students also had the opportunity to attend a second on-campus session to complete the Project WET training and receive the full curriculum guide.

Results to Date

Since the partnership began in September 2007, 85 UWRF students have presented at the festival. The number participating has increased steadily each year. The event has been very popular with the UWRF students and several volunteer each year even though they are not enrolled in the affiliated courses. The festival organizers also recognize the value of university student participation. Jerry Spetzman, Water Resource Manager with the Chisago County Department of Environmental Services and Zoning, stated "I believe that the River Falls student participation in the Festival is a major reason the festival is a success" (personal communication, September 10, 2009). In 2009, 41 students completed the full Project WET training and received the Project WET curriculum.

Future Plans/Advice to Others

The department plans to continue involvement with the Chisago Children's Water Festival. It provides a win-win situation for the pre-service teachers and the fifth-grade students. The chance to teach, reflect, revise, and repeat rarely occurs in other early field experience settings. Other agricultural education teacher preparation programs are encouraged to seek out similar activities. The partnership supports pre-service teacher development and community relations.

Costs/Resources Needed

The UWRF agricultural education department has not incurred any financial cost due to this partnership. The festival organizers cover the costs for all materials used during the training and festival presentations. They have also been able to cover the cost of transportation by providing $10 per student to support those who drive to the event. In 2009 the fee for the Project WET curriculum and training was also provided.

While not essential, having the Project WET Coordinator provide training also benefits the pre-service teachers who participate. It exposes students to another facilitation style. Tips for how to approach each activity, what to look out for, and suggestions for involving adult chaperones help students write better instructional plans and deliver high-quality presentations at the festival.
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