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Simulation: Innovations toward Bridging Social Cultures through Agricultural Education

Introduction/Need for Innovation or Idea
McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook stated “By interacting only with others who are like ourselves, anything that we experience as a result of our position gets reinforced. It comes to typify ‘people like us’” (2001, p. 415-416). Since agriculture teachers from ethnic minority populations are highly underrepresented in education (Warren & Alston, 2007) and have limited cross-cultural interaction (Brown, 2004), then it can be assumed social cultures are not represented as well. Kipnis (2001) identifies these cultures as any group organized around occupation, a common activity, age, status (SES), ethnic group/background, race, religion or any other unifying social condition.

In order to maintain its appeal, agricultural education teachers must recognize student cultural transitions and adapt their practices to be more inviting to a wider audience through persistence, encouragement and a positive influence (Talbert & Edwin, 2008). However, when pre-service teachers in a Midwestern state university were evaluated on concern levels toward teaching students who were culturally different from themselves, results showed that students in agricultural education were of least concern (Vincent, Killingsworth, & Torres, 2010). This lack of concern can result in student classroom enrollments that display a homogenous culture to that of the teacher (Wehlage & Rutter, 1986). In order to better equip future agriculture teachers to bridge social cultures, the University of [STATE] is utilizing innovative ideas through immersion and simulation.

How it Works/Methodology/Program Phases/Steps
AED 670: Advanced Methods in Teaching Career and Technical Education, and AED 580: Foundations of Teaching Career and Technical Education, allows students the opportunity to enhance their knowledge of cultural and social differences through simulation, research, and implementation in emersion situations within foreign cultures. 

In AED 670, students are challenged to create for themselves an alter-identity to enhance their cultural and social understanding. Students base their alter-identity off of a population or subculture they do not understand or have little understanding of. Examples include Goth, low SES, teenage mothers, and learning disabled. Once selected, students extensively research the population to construct an in depth understanding of their role. The research process is flexible and students are encouraged to extend beyond journals to include personal interaction, observations, and interviews. The precursor research helps students connect to their alter-identity both cognitively and emotionally. Once created, students enact their roles through emersion in a public forum; in the case of this course a public mall is selected. Following the role play, the class engages in a reflection followed by a written personal reflection. 

AED 580 immerses students into culturally challenging situations that are encountered within the teaching profession. Students establish a cognitive grasp on cultural situations through role play simulation of various roles (community pastor, parent, grandmother, peer, or teacher) associated within a chosen community. Students then establish how the situation (homosexual teachers and students, pregnant students, students of different socioeconomic statuses, students dealing with violence/drug abuse) will be handled according to the morals and ethical positions of their role. After setting these foundations, students research and enact their role within the public simulation; in the case of this course, a school board meeting. Following the simulation, students reflect in a personal written piece.

Results to date/Implications
Through the immersion situations facilitated in AED 580 and AED 670, many parallels between results were generated in reflections. The character simulation and classroom role play prompted an understanding of diverse student identities, quality reflection and professional growth development. From the experiences, students returned with feelings of disbelief and frustration, which in turn created empathy and a desire to understand the cultures more in depth. These reactions indicate depth of intrapersonal development the students went through as a result. Through these experiences, students’ were challenged in their personal identity, emotionally and cognitively, leading to a deeper understanding for the population they were portraying, studying, and simulating. These implications help provide data indicating that teacher training programs should extend beyond intellectualization about multicultural issues and into   examination and experimentation (Bell, 2000).  

Future Plans/Advice to Others
Limitation to student cultural understanding occurs when they do not fully research and immerse themselves into the settings in a stand-alone course (Brown, 2004). This occurrence often centers on pre and in-service teachers who have by-passed challenging and uncomfortable situations concerning cultural diversity, social identity, and population divergence due to a lack of understanding. Proactive measures can be taken by establishing the rationale for cultural understanding and instilling within students a need for understanding and knowledge. Infusing immersion practices within other current and future coursework will aid in reinforcement and continuation of the students’ education on social identity and multicultural situations.

As Brown (2004) indicated, single multicultural immersion or simulation is not enough to cultivate cultural understanding. Woods (2004) also contends that there is a substantial difference between those that simply preach cross-cultural appreciation and those that live it. The results of these cultural exercises have prompted implementation into a majority of both undergraduate and graduate curricula. Through continuous and qualitative innovations into these curricula, social cultures will begin to bridge through agricultural education.
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