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Self-Perceived Levels of Importance of Agricultural Mechanics Laboratory Management Competencies by Agricultural Education Pre-Service Teachers

Introduction/Conceptual Framework

	According to Phipps and Osborne (1988) agricultural education laboratories are an essential component of the total secondary agricultural education program. Sutphin (1984) found that the use of school and community laboratories, where students employ learning by doing, is an integral part of agricultural education programs. Furthermore, Johnson, Schumacher, and Stewart (1990) stated that students learn important psychomotor skills in agricultural mechanics education and that much of the instruction takes place in the school agricultural mechanics laboratory. For current and future school-based agricultural education teachers who manage and instruct students within an agricultural mechanics laboratory, the knowledge and skills needed to manage these facilities are essential for student safety and for an optimum educational environment (Bear & Hoerner, 1986; McKim, Saucier, & Reynolds, 2010; Osborne, 2007; Saucier, Schumacher, Funkenbusch, Terry, & Johnson, 2008; Saucier, Terry, & Schumacher, 2009). 

Agricultural mechanics courses are the most popular school-based agricultural education classes offered in [STATE] following the two introductory classes ([STATE] [Department of Education], 2009.) With the continuing popularity of these classes and the need for teachers to possess knowledge and skills related to the management of these courses/laboratories, research was conducted to determine the level of importance that pre-service agricultural education students placed on agricultural mechanics laboratory management competencies. 
Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this research was to identify the importance that [UNIVERSITY] pre-service agricultural education students placed on agricultural mechanics laboratory management competencies. Subjects of the study were enrolled in the agricultural education course entitled Metal Fabrication and Laboratory Management (AGED 3310) in the fall 2008 semester. The research questions that guided this study were: 

1. What are the personal and professional characteristics (i.e. sex, university semester credit hours of agricultural mechanics coursework, enrollment in school-based agricultural mechanics courses, FFA membership, completion of an agricultural mechanics related SAE project, population of hometown, and previous agricultural mechanics work experience) of [UNIVERSITY] pre-service agricultural education students who were enrolled in the agricultural education course entitled Metal Fabrication and Laboratory Management (AGED 3310) during the fall 2008 semester?

2. What level of importance do [UNIVERSITY] pre-service agricultural education students, who were enrolled in the agricultural education course entitled Metal Fabrication and Laboratory Management (AGED 3310) during the fall 2008 semester, place on agricultural mechanics laboratory management competencies?

Methodology

The population for this census were all of the [UNIVERSITY] pre-service agricultural education students who were enrolled in the agricultural education course entitled Metal Fabrication and Laboratory Management (AGED 3310) in the fall 2008 semester (N = 19). These students would complete their student teaching experience in the subsequent semester. Teacher educators at the [UNIVERSITY] assisted in the identification of the frame. A census was taken to more accurately describe the characteristics of the population and eliminate potential errors associated with subject selection and sampling.
For this descriptive study, researchers utilized a self-administered, paper questionnaire, presented to all pre-service agriculture education teachers that were enrolled in the undergraduate course entitled AGED 3310 Metal Fabrication and Laboratory Management. Following IRB approval, data were collected from the students on the first day of the course that resulted in a 73.38% (n = 14) response rate. Data were analyzed using SPSS 18.0 and Microsoft Excel ® to obtain values of central tendency (mean, median, & mode) and variability (SD, f, & %). Results of the study were not generalized beyond the scope of this specific population.
Results

	 The majority of the respondents were female (92.90%; n = 13), had earned no hours in agricultural mechanics coursework (53.80%; n = 7) prior to this course, and were a FFA member as a youth (85.70%; n = 12). Over 85 percent of the respondents also indicated that they did not have an agricultural mechanics SAE project as a youth. Respondents indicated that the agricultural mechanics laboratory management competencies that they felt were the most important (top 3) included: administering first aid, documenting student safety instruction, and safely storing hazardous materials. The least important (bottom 3) competencies included: silhouetting tool/equipment cabinets, conducting an agricultural mechanics public relations program, and planning an agricultural mechanics public relations program.
Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations

	Agricultural mechanics courses remain a popular choice for school-based agricultural education students in [STATE] ([STATE] [Department of Education], 2009), however, this study suggests that student teachers have limited practical (education and work) experience to instruct agricultural mechanics courses. Respondents indicated that the agricultural mechanics laboratory management competencies that they felt were the most important were in the area of student safety. In order to broaden pre-service teacher perspective outside of initial concerns of student safety, pre-service programs should require student teachers to enroll in more agricultural mechanics coursework prior to student teaching and emphasis should be placed on providing students with laboratory safety education. In the undergraduate program of study, a prerequisite course should be designed and implemented for all students regarding safe and technically competent laboratory instruction; subsequent coursework could then focus on laboratory organization and project management. Future research should seek to describe student perceptions following the Metal Fabrication and Laboratory Management course (AGED 3310) in order to determine if focus in areas outside of safety surface as the student gained knowledge and technical experience.
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