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Agricultural Science Teachers’ Professional Development

Introduction


Differentiated Instruction for the Learning Disabled in the Ag Science Classroom: Agricultural Science Teachers’ Professional Development is the basis for a workshop designed to help agricultural science teachers develop effective lessons for teaching the learning disabled in a classroom that also accommodates learners from all levels. The need for this type of professional development is very high, as agricultural science classes often include special needs learners.


According to a 2007 study, preservice agricultural science teachers and their teacher educators agreed that training was provided regarding learning disabled students, but that the most commonly used modification/accommodation was cooperative group learning and extended time (Falkner, 2007). A 2009 study also found that student teachers were knowledgeable about Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) and general definitions, but they were not prepared to meet the challenges of accommodating special needs students in agricultural education classrooms and laboratories (Kessell, Wingenbach, & Lawver, 2009).

Differentiated instruction is a method of instruction designed “to recognize students’ varying background knowledge, readiness, language, preferences in learning and interests; and to react responsively. Differentiated instruction is a process to teaching and learning for students of differing abilities in the same class. The intent of differentiating instruction is to maximize each student’s growth and individual success by meeting each student where he or she is and assisting in the learning process,” (Hall, Strangman, & Meyer, 2003, Definition section, para. 1).

A separate study found that agricultural science teachers are using recognized practices in their classes, though they are more likely to use practices that impact students “as a whole or are easy to use rather than individualized strategies for students with special needs” (Stair, 2009). This research also showed that teachers feel they are able to provide quality instruction to learning disabled students; however, they generally disagreed that their teacher training program prepared them to work with students with learning and emotional disabilities (Stair, 2009).
How It Works


The professional development workshop is designed to give agricultural science teachers hands-on training on how to differentiate curriculum in their classrooms. Differentiated instruction, as previously defined, is a method of taking one lesson and forming several “mini-lessons” that include both accommodations and modifications for a variety of learning abilities in the same classroom. 


During the workshop, each agricultural science teacher is given the identical lesson to work with. The teachers are then provided the following information: They will have a class that consists of two students who are gifted and talented, 10 general education students of average learning levels, and three special education students. They will also be given three IEPs, and a set of class objectives that must be covered.


The workshop proceeds to walk the teachers through the process of developing a lesson that meets the needs of all learners by using differentiated instruction. Strategies presented in the workshop include how to choose and employ accommodations and modifications, cooperative learning strategies, and other enrichment activities. During the workshop, teachers are asked to choose which accommodations and modifications they need based on the IEPs provided. They also are provided a listing of ways to involve all learners, what expectations to have for each learner, and how to assess these learners both individually and as a group within the same lesson.

Implications


The implications of this workshop are broad because it assists agricultural science teachers in dealing with the varying learning styles and abilities in their classrooms. Given that the curriculum is hands-on and often deals with safety issues, understanding the extent to which special education students should be involved is critical. This workshop focuses solely on differentiating for the benefit of providing the highest quality education for the learning disabled to help secure future employment based on their experiences in the agricultural science classroom (Moffitt, 2004).


The focus on the learning disabled in the agricultural science classroom is very important because special education students are “noticeably different in terms of their academic ability in relation to their peers” (Moffitt, 2004). They require more planning and more transition services in order to have a productive life after high school (Moffitt, 2004). “It is our learning disabled students who could possibly benefit most from the things agricultural education has to offer. Career and technical education has the potential to give students concrete skills that they can use in the job market and hopefully have an equal opportunity at employment” (Moffitt, 2004). 

Future Plans


The concept of providing differentiated instruction is a critical need across the agricultural science curriculum.  It is suggested that a series of workshops be developed that would address the areas of differentiating in the agricultural mechanics shop, differentiating in the greenhouse, and differentiating in the animal science lab. Each of these areas are high need areas with safety implications. Expectations and assessments must be adjusted for each individual student’s learning abilities. Differentiation allows all learners to be engaged in the instructional process and gain from the experiences provided. Future plans also include the use of multimedia to provide examples of learners with disabilities engaging in agricultural science activities as a means of introduction to the topic during the workshop.
Costs/Resources Needed


Costs associated with this innovative idea are minimal.  The workshop is designed to be a face-to-face session that requires a meeting room and copies of handouts. Travel expense may be incurred depending on the participants’ location.
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