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The Lesson Plan Blitz: Assisting Pre-Service Teachers 
Through Their Zone of Proximal Development

Introduction/Need for Innovation
The shortage of teachers hits home to those involved in Career and Technical Education (CTE) and specifically, Agricultural Education.  According to Camp, Broyles, and Skelton (2002), a pressing issue facing Agricultural Education is a shortage of teachers to fill existing and future agricultural education programs. Additionally, the National Research Agenda for Agricultural Education and Communication (2007) states that teacher turnover is a concern in all fields of education, especially Agricultural Education.  With this in mind, researchers continue examining factors that attribute to the lack of teacher retention, and it is noted many agricultural teachers leave the profession early in their career.  To combat this attrition, many schools have implemented programs designed to assist beginning teachers, but these programs often do not address the instructional issues beginning teachers face.  A study by Kirby and LeBude (1998) examined beginning teacher induction programs.  Results indicated that these programs provide emotional support and procedural information, but often do not address the teacher’s need for time and planning (Kirby & LeBude, 1998).  Therefore, it becomes necessary to prepare pre-service teachers for the instructional demands that will be placed upon them during their first years of teaching.

An important area of pre-service teacher development is curriculum planning and lesson plan development.  It is a common practice for pre-service teachers to develop curriculum and/or lesson plans as part of their training.  While this exercise is practical and necessary, it often is not a realistic representation of the amount of time a teacher has to develop daily lesson plans while teaching.  When considering this process, Vygotsky’s research and the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) should also be considered. The ZPD is the difference between what a learner can do on their own and what they can do with assistance from others (Shunk, 2006; Vygotsky, 1978).  When it comes to curriculum development and lesson planning, the movement of pre-service teachers through their ZPD is critically important. Teacher educators must help pre-service teachers transition from lesson planning with assisted performance to the unassisted reality that awaits them as they enter the field.  

Within our teacher preparation program, we observed that pre-service teachers were spending hours crafting extensive and elaborate lesson plans.  That same trend carried over into their teaching internship.  The pre-service teachers were spending the same amount of time planning their lessons as they did prior to their teaching internship, but they were facing the reality that it was taking too much time.  To challenge the mindset that the best lesson plans take hours to plan, the idea for a “Lesson Plan Blitz” emerged.  The goal of the Lesson Plan Blitz was to challenge the pre-service teachers’ beliefs that lesson planning is a process that take hours to complete.  

How it Works
Pre-service teachers received a list of eight general task/competencies for their specific CTE program area (Agricultural Education, Business and Information Technology, Marketing, or Family and Consumer Sciences).  The complete lists of tasks/competencies for CTE courses are considered essential statewide and required of all students (Virginia Department of Education, 2009).  The list was taken from the Department of Education website.  The tasks/competencies were used to guide the objectives for the lesson plan being created.  

The following morning, the pre-service teachers met at a pre-determined location for two hours.  Next, they were given the following instructions:  (1) select one task or competency for your program area, (2) use any resources, the Internet, and advice from your colleagues and instructors, develop a 50-minute lesson plan for a class of 20 students, (3) during this two-hour block, develop a completed lesson plan using the lesson plan format of your choice.  At the end of the two-hour block, lesson plans and associated instructional materials will be submitted for evaluation.  Following the activity, the pre-service teachers were allowed to revise their lesson plans and materials, and they submitted a reflective paper that addressed this lesson planning experience.

Results
A variety of themes emerged during data analysis of the reflective papers.  Specifically, the pre-service teachers described their initial reaction to the Lesson Plan Blitz process.  One participant described that after “receiving the Lesson Plan Blitz assignment, I have to say I was in an utter panic.”  Another participant described a similar feeling.  “Let me start by saying the Lesson Plan Blitz was rather stressful.”  Participants also felt a lack of confidence in developing lesson plans in a time crunch.  “I did not feel like I could come in and develop a lesson plan in such a short amount of time.”  Even though the process was described as stressful, the Lesson Plan Blitz was ultimately viewed as a positive experience.  “The Lesson Plan Blitz is a great example of how hectic our lives might become when we student teach.  The lesson learned from this activity is to get organized, prepared, and plan, plan, plan!”  Participants also described how this experience will change their approach to lesson planning.  “I was in shock how long it took me to develop material…[the Lesson Plan Blitz] was still shorter than my first attempts at lesson planning in July.”  Another participant expressed similar reactions. “I plan to use this lesson as a reminder and a motivator to approach lesson planning with more structure and to limit the time I commit to each lesson.”

Future Plans
It is our hope that the Lesson Plan Blitz will assist our pre-service teachers with the demands of curriculum development and lesson planning as the begin their teaching internship.  The concept was developed from a need that was observed during teaching internship observations.  Our future plans include continuing the use of the Lesson Plan Blitz as the final exam for our Teaching Methods course.  This year, it will be necessary to provide more physical space for the group as the classroom did not provide enough room for the pre-service teachers to spread out.  Additionally, follow-up interviews can be used to determine the benefit of the Lesson Plan Blitz as it relates to planning during the teaching internship.  

Resources Needed
· Laptops and Internet access
· Classroom with appropriate space (depending upon the size of the group)
· Tasks/competencies associated with content areas as determined by the state
· Planning resources (textbooks, workbooks, etc)
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