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Education in a Technological World: An Analysis of Online Teaching Resources
Introduction

Secondary students in the United States currently lag behind their peers in other countries in terms of science and math literacy and lack the skills necessary for today’s high-skill workplaces or to meet college entrance requirements (Stone, Alfed, Pearson, Lewis & Jensen, 2007). According to the United States Department of Education (USDE) and the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) (2009), 15-year-old United States students were out performed in mathematics and science by students in numerous other countries (USDE/NCES). Currently, in agricultural education STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) integration is a topic that is being researched. Existing agricultural education curriculum fails to effectively integrate STEM into the lessons or requires teachers to spend additional time in professional development workshops to learn how to utilize new curriculum which successfully integrates STEM. Lesson planning and curriculum design require many hours of labor intensive work to ensure  that the content taught aligns with state standards, that dynamic and effective pedagogy is employed, and that the content is relevant to the students’ lives. Most teachers are required to perform ‘other duties as assigned’ which limits their lesson preparation time. Providing online resources for teachers to obtain additional teaching materials and share ideas, allows for more variety within the classroom. But the questions still remain: 1) Are the existing online teaching resources user-friendly and relevant to the curriculum? 2) Do online teaching resources assist teachers in saving time while lesson planning? 
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework is based around the idea that teachers need resources to effectively teach in their classrooms. In today’s society, the World Wide Web is one of the best distribution methods of teaching resources. The characteristics of the teachers, the content of the resource, and ultimately the usability of the site are all factors that influence the frequency at which the online resources are utilized by current educators.
Methodology

Researchers conducted a content analysis of four online teaching resources: Instructional Architect (http://ia.usu.edu), Curriki (www.curriki.org), The Orange Grove Project (http://www.theorangegrove.org), and Connexions (http://cnx.org), to determine the strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities of each teaching resource. Students from two universities made up the eight-person research team. One student from each university was randomly assigned one of the four online teaching resources, creating two reviewers per online resource. Once assigned an online teaching resource site each researcher identified the strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities of the online resource. Following the analysis, data was analyzed and emergent themes were identified. Peer reviews were conducted to ensure trustworthiness of the data. 

Findings

The Instructional Architect (http://ia.usu.edu) resource is a project of the National Science Digital Library, which was identified as a strength by the researchers. Other strengths include a vast array of articles (approx. 4, 408) and a separate login for students and teachers. Weaknesses identified by the researchers included: teachers have to know how to write in html code, some of the links were not functioning, and instructions on creating a new project/lesson were limited. 

Curriki (www.curriki.org) is self-identified as a hybrid resource between a curricula site and a wiki, which is considered one of the strengths for the site. Curriki is an interactive site that has built in site tours to assist users along the way and the resources appeared to be created with various learners in mind. However, at first glance Curriki can be confusing and not all of the results are shown when conducting searches. Curriki also allows anyone to upload materials to the site, but the credibility of materials did not appear to be checked. Furthermore, even though Curriki includes materials for nearly every subject taught in the school system, including agricultural education, the core subjects were the only subjects listed on the home page. The opportunities of Curriki appear endless; the site is continuously updated by educators sharing materials with one another, which can allow for variability in the classroom. Because Curriki is a globally used site there are opportunities for members to build relationships and develop contacts from around the world. 

The Orange Grove Project (http://www.theorangegrove.org) possessed an introductory video and a tutorial about how to utilize and contribute to the site. The Web pages loaded quickly and allowed a user to visit many sites in a timely manner. The power search option allows users to search for materials by a specific audience. Researchers identified the Orange Grove Project site as not user friendly. There are too many levels to the site and you cannot tell where to find specific resources, overall the layout is counterintuitive.  Also, you can only register on the Web site if you are a Florida teacher. Many opportunities exist with this site: it can be used as a textbook resource, the site could reach a large audience, and if tabs were utilized to expand the content then the site would be more user-friendly. 

The Connexions (http://cnx.org) site was well organized, concise, and easy to understand. The site contained a content tab that allowed for easy linking to the content page. The content page possessed a search engine that allowed the content of the site to be search via eight different categories.  Downloadable pdf files were available, once a lesson of interest was identified. According to the researchers the homepage is not inviting and once a topic is identified, an extensive list of numerous resource files related to the content were provided, but the list was difficult to navigate through. When analyzing the materials provided, the researchers noted that there are few to no pre-prepared lesson plans available, just activities. Many opportunities for the site are present. More topics need to be added to the search engine to allow for a more specific search. Because of the massive amount of information included on the site, the site allows teachers of different subject matter to explore what teachers in other subjects are teaching.

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations

The online teaching resources possess many opportunities to be useful teaching resources for teachers in many different disciplines. Currently, the online teaching resources analyzed in this study, were confusing and difficult to use. Agricultural education was only included in one of the four online resources, as an option in the search engines. Agricultural education, as a profession, should continue to improve upon the current online agricultural education teaching resources that exist. Furthermore, agricultural education should endorse sites which offer effective teaching resources, as well as encourage agriculture teachers to use online resources to share ideas and increase efficiency.  
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