INNOVATIVE IDEA

Enhancing Preservice SBAE Teacher Readiness Through the Bobcat Classroom

Introduction/Need for Innovative Idea

School-based agricultural education (SBAE) places unique and complex demands on teachers, requiring them to integrate classroom and laboratory instruction, supervise Supervised Agricultural Experiences (SAEs), and advise FFA programs while maintaining strong technical and pedagogical competence (Rankin et al., 2025; Rubenstein et al., 2014). Research consistently indicates that preservice SBAE teachers often enter student teaching and the profession feeling underprepared for these multifaceted responsibilities, particularly in areas requiring hands-on instruction, classroom management, and real-time instructional decision making (Brown et al., 2015; Brown et al., 2019; Wells et al., 2019). Early, authentic teaching experiences have been identified as a critical mechanism for strengthening preservice teachers’ self-efficacy, confidence, and readiness to teach (Bandura, 1986; Kolb, 1984; Williams & Sembiante, 2022).

The Bobcat Classroom experience was developed to address this need by providing preservice SBAE teachers with structured, authentic teaching opportunities prior to student teaching (Toombs et al., 2022; Stewart et al., 2025). Grounded in Social Cognitive Theory and Experiential Learning Theory, this innovative, community- and school-based instructional experience emphasizes learning by doing, reflective practice, and mentorship (Bandura, 1986; Kolb, 1984). By engaging preservice teachers in real classroom instruction with secondary agriculture students, Bobcat Classroom seeks to bridge the gap between university coursework and the realities of SBAE teaching. Previous programming by other states motivated this idea.
 
How it Works 
	The Bobcat Classroom was built into the Montana State University (MSU) teaching methods for agricultural education course as an assignment and an early experiential teaching project. Preservice SBAE teachers were asked to plan and deliver two consecutive 50-minute lessons aligned with Curriculum for Agricultural Science Education (CASE) AgX curriculum; students were allowed to collaborate and trade lessons. Faculty members coordinated the volunteers through promotion of the Bobcat Classroom and requesting teacher and student volunteers through MAgNet (Montana AgEd Listserv). The lessons were then taught in conjunction with the Montana FFA Ag Expo where SBAE teachers signed up their students during times when they weren’t competing. In addition to having FFA members in the classrooms as students, SBAE teachers signed up individually to serve as teacher mentors. The teacher mentor role required a 2.5-hour commitment to observe both classes and then engage in a 30-minute debrief with the pre-service teacher to discuss the experience. 
[bookmark: _Int_qISg5n3f]Prior to teaching, preservice teachers engage in lesson planning, instructional preparation, and content alignment as part of their methods coursework. During the experience, preservice teachers assume responsibility for classroom instruction, student engagement, classroom management, and facilitation of hands-on learning activities in an authentic teaching environment. Following instruction, each preservice teacher participates in structured reflection and feedback sessions with an experienced SBAE teacher who serves as their teacher mentor. Additional reflection occurred in the teaching methods course through written reflections, group discussions, and guided debriefs designed to promote professional growth and self-assessment.
Results/Implications 
Preliminary findings from the Bobcat Classroom experience suggest meaningful growth in preservice SBAE teachers perceived readiness to teach (Brown et al., 2019; Sheehan & Moore, 2019). Participants reported increased confidence in delivering agricultural content, managing classrooms, communicating with secondary students, and responding to unexpected instructional challenges. Many preservice teachers identified the opportunity to teach real students prior to student teaching as a pivotal mastery experience that reduced anxiety and clarified expectations for future teaching roles. Additionally, qualitative reflections indicated that preservice teachers valued the immediacy of feedback, the opportunity to reflect on their instructional decisions, and the chance to observe their own growth in real time. Participants frequently described increased self-efficacy related to classroom presence, adaptability, and instructional confidence. These outcomes align with existing research emphasizing the importance of mastery experiences, reflection, and mentorship in developing teacher readiness (Edgar et al., 2011; Williams & Sembiante, 2022). 
Fifteen SBAE lessons, supported by CASE AgX curriculum, were developed by Montana preservice teachers, evaluated by MSU faculty and graduate students, and uploaded to a shared drive. Eleven preservice SBAE teachers from MSU conducted 22, 50-minute lessons to over 200 Montana FFA members during Montana FFA Ag Expo. Teaching lessons were observed by ten teacher mentors who were either currently teaching Agricultural Education in Montana or previously taught agricultural education in Montana and are still working in the profession in another capacity. Bobcat Classroom demonstrated the value of early, authentic teaching experiences in strengthening preservice SBAE teacher readiness. By intentionally integrating experiential learning, reflection, and mentorship prior to student teaching, agricultural education programs may better prepare future teachers to meet the complex demands of SBAE and support long-term professional confidence, teacher longevity and career success. 
[bookmark: _Int_Ojza9AkF]Future Plans 

[bookmark: _Int_FkJA64Tl][bookmark: _Int_V3d9uRkw]Future plans include continued implementation, expansion and refinement of the Bobcat Classroom experience within MSU teacher preparation program. Planned improvements include increasing the number of secondary schools participating and strengthening the role of mentor teachers to provide more opportunities for intentional feedback and coaching. Additional emphasis will be placed on structured reflection activities to further support preservice teachers’ ability to connect experience with pedagogical growth. Additional research efforts will focus on longitudinal outcomes, including how participation in Bobcat Classroom influences performance during student teaching and early career teaching. Findings from these expanded implementations will be used to inform best practices for embedding early experiential learning opportunities within SBAE teacher preparation curricula.

Cost / Resources

Classroom supplies were purchased with course fees, approximately $200. Human resources included Montana SBAE teachers serving as mentor teachers, FFA members serving as students in the classroom and university faculty and staff coordinating the logistics. 
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