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Connecting Pre-Service Agriculture Teachers to Real World Applications with Skypetm
Introduction
The “Planning Agricultural Education Programs” course at [state] university is required of all pre-service agriculture teachers and is normally taken the semester before student teaching.  The course focuses on curriculum development and the teacher’s roles and responsibilities related to FFA and SAE.  Overall the course is consistent with the framework for such courses that was proposed by Wilson, Camp, and Balschweid (2006).  In the program planning course, experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) is emphasized for its application to teaching and learning in the classroom, through FFA and through SAE.  I have historically engaged [state] agriculture teachers in demonstrating how experiential learning can be implemented.  However, time, distance, and cost have limited the extent to which this could be done.  Because of advances in online communications, I decided to determine if a desktop videoconferencing tool (Skypetm) would allow more and higher quality interaction with practicing teachers and other experts.
How It Works
At the beginning of the semester, I sent an e-mail to all agriculture teachers in the state asking for their assistance in teaching lessons related to implementation of SAE and FFA.  We wanted to know how practicing teachers made SAE and FFA work for their students.  Several teachers responded to the request and offered advice and assistance.  Four [state] teachers and one out-of-state professor participated in our class live through Skypetm.  The teachers, their schools, and the focus of their contributions were as follows: 
	Teacher
	School
	Focus

	Brandi Boyd
	Clarke High School
	Roles and responsibilities related to SAE

	Tom Murray
	North Linn High School
	SAE’s for today’s students

	Tim Murphy
	Texas A&M University
	Agriculture Experience Tracker

	Scott Smalley
	Oelwein High School
	Developing a program of activities

	Scott Johnson
	East Sac High School
	Roles and responsibilities related to FFA

	
	
	Preparing for career development events


In preparation for the video conferences, I advised teachers on installing Skypetm and we conducted test conferences.  Handouts and PowerPoints were distributed to pre-service teachers through our class WebCT site.
Results to Date
All six videoconferences were implemented according to plan with no technical difficulties.  Figures 1 and 2 show what our classroom setup looked like for the Skypetm conferences.  The quality of audio and video were excellent.  Pre-service teachers were able to interact with the teachers in a very conversational manner.  Push to talk was not needed.  When specific pre-service teachers were interacting with the agriculture teacher, the web camera was moved manually to focus on that particular pre-service teacher.  
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	Figure 1. View from front of classroom.
	
	Figure 2. View from rear of classroom.


We were able to do some interesting things with Skypetm.  Tom Murray engaged pre-service teachers with a discussion of high school demographics, what motivates students, and how this knowledge could be used to implement SAE.  Because Tom was using a wireless Internet connection, he decided to take us on a tour of the greenhouse.  His high school students carried the laptop computer and camera.  We were able to interact with Tom’s students and observe several innovative SAEs including an alligator project.  Tim Murphy created a chapter account for us to use the Agricultural Experience Tracker (AET).  Pre-service teachers were asked to create a profile, make entries from the “Student Teacher Example Entries Workbook”, explore other program features, and prepare questions for Dr. Murphy. Tim was able to review our profiles and entries before class and he called upon specific pre-service teachers during our videoconference to discuss their records.  The Skypetm conference was on the laptop computer.  We were logged into the AET on the classroom computer. To facilitate Tim’s demonstration of specific aspects of the AET, I switched the projector to the classroom computer, and focused our video camera on the screen.  This allowed Tim to see exactly what we were seeing in the AET and he could direct us where to go next as he discussed specific program features.  Comments about Skypetm on the final course evaluation were positive.  One student wrote “I really liked the use of Skypetm to bring in guest speakers.” Another student in response to what was most helpful about the course wrote “Speaking with [state] Ag instructors!”  It can be implied from this experience that today’s desktop videoconferencing technologies can be effectively and reliably used to achieve a variety of educational goals.
Future Plans
I plan to continue using Skypetm to connect our pre-service teachers with master teachers, their students, and their innovations in agricultural education programming.  I encourage others to try desktop videoconferencing.  Today’s technology is simple to use and has many potential applications to teaching and learning.
Costs/Resources

All participants had computers, microphones, speakers, and web cameras.  No additional equipment was required.  Skypetm software and Internet calls are free.  To learn more about Skype, determine system requirements, and to get the software go to:  http://www.skype.com/intl/en-us/home.
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