Research Poster

The Secret Life: Instructional Planning Practices of the Agriculture Student Teacher

Ann M. De Lay

California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo

1 Grand Avenue

San Luis Obispo, CA 93407

(805) 756-2803

adelay@calpoly.edu

Wendy J. Warner

North Carolina State University

Campus Box 7607

Raleigh, NC 27695-7607

(919) 515-6080

wjwarner@ncsu.edu
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Introduction

Instructional planning is credited with wielding great power in the classroom environment. Young, Reiser, and Dick (1998) deemed planning, “one of the most important professional activities teachers engage in” (p. 65). Additional research noted the correlation between planning and quality teaching (Wood & Miederhoff, 1988; Yinger, 1980). Sardo-Brown (1996) shared teacher planning requires significant decision-making. At [university], instructional planning is a foundational element of the teaching methods course. Despite time spent addressing the topic, teacher educators and cooperating teachers have noticed a decline in the frequency, quality and completeness of plans generated by student teachers. To support agriculture teachers in the development and implementation of effective instructional techniques, it is critical to examine the current instructional planning practices of student teachers. 

Theoretical Framework

Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1977; Schunk, 2004) emphasizes human learning happens in a social environment. The student teaching experience presents this learning through structured coursework and the practicum. The self-efficacy construct involves the belief one is capable of performing at a certain level when required and may set skills and knowledge in motion when the situation arises (Bandura, 1977). Self-efficacy “is specific to a particular task” (Tschannen-Moran, Hoy, & Hoy, 1998, p. 210) and related to a perceived competency. By viewing the construct through the lens of instruction, teacher self-efficacy is the belief one’s actions can help students learn and can positively affect student achievement (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998). Student teachers at [university] are introduced to instructional planning the quarter prior to placement. They spend little time planning, delivering and assessing instructional plans (Young, Reiser, & Dick, 1998) in the secondary environment prior to student teaching yet demonstrate high teacher self-efficacy, believing they will be successful in such endeavors.  

The purpose of this study was to examine the instructional planning practices [university] agriculture student teachers employ during their student teaching experience. The objectives included: (a) describe their instructional planning habits, (b) identify areas related to instructional planning in which they still struggle, and (c) describe the instructional plan components used and compare them with the official [university] planning template.

Methodology

The population involved the agricultural education student teachers from [university] who completed their student teaching spring 2009 to fall 2010. Of those 22 student teachers who accepted a teaching position, a random sample of fifteen were invited to complete a researcher-generated survey and submit a typical lesson plan utilized during their student teaching. The study achieved a 66% response rate with ten student teachers participating in the study.

An expert panel of teacher education faculty assessed the instrument for face and content validity. The survey consisted of eight questions, three close-ended and five open-ended. The close-ended items were analyzed using Microsoft Excel and the open-ended items were analyzed using thematic analysis, a method of data reduction (Grbich, 2007). Combined content analysis was used to reveal the frequency and themes of words in the instructional plans (Grbich, 2007). 
Findings

For the first objective, nine of the ten respondents indicated they did not regularly plan lessons for every class period they taught. On average, they completed plans 60 percent of the time. The reasons given for not choosing to plan daily included: a lack of time to complete the full university template, many lessons lasted multiple days, and lessons often deviated from the written plan so mental plans were more efficient. The one respondent who routinely planned shared he/she quickly learned planning was necessary for classroom success. Despite the low numbers of those planning regularly, 100% of respondents provided their teacher educator with a complete lesson plan during each site visit.

Half of the participants expressed frustration with being required to use the template for every lesson. Participants disliked the separate boxes identifying the presentation and the demonstration pieces, citing they were too linear and offered no flexibility for moving between the two. One participant wanted the FFA and SAE integration pieces removed because they found little correlation between FFA/SAE and the agriscience course content. Many shared they continued to struggle with identifying topics to teach, how they should be organized, how to plan for different contexts and how to balance time needed for planning with their other duties.

Lastly, every plan submitted contained elements of the university template but did not include them all. Much of the identification was present but half failed to include state content standards, academic language, subject matter, teaching methods, guided practice, and modifications for learners with special needs. The instructional objectives varied, as they failed to include all three components: behavior, condition, and degree of performance. The equipment and materials were addressed but many did not provide the quantity. Checks for understanding were also limited. When questions were included, many generated low levels of cognition. The closures provided announcements yet no connection to the content presentation. Overall, the instructional plans lacked detail, key directions, and transitions to aid student sense-making.

Conclusions

[University] student teachers are introduced to instructional planning the quarter prior to student teaching. This exposure addresses the mandated template and developing and submitting plans as part of course assignments. The emphasis placed on planning is not reinforced at the student teaching site as respondents completed instructional plans only 60 percent of the time. Student teachers admitted their greatest frustration with planning stemmed from the rigidity of the template. Content analysis of submitted plans found all lacked key details important to supporting effective instruction. 

Implications/Recommendations

The researchers recommend teacher educators focus on the important elements of plans rather than a specific template. This practice would model differentiation in the teaching and learning context. The researchers recommend cooperating teachers work with student teachers, modeling appropriate lesson planning practice by sharing and examining existing plans and collaborating on new ones. Based on the findings, the researchers identified a need for examining instructional planning practices of secondary agriculture teachers nationwide. Results could have implications on how the topic is addressed in coursework.
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