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Introduction
While utilizing technology has been discussed extensively in agricultural education regarding impact on the learner and learning outcomes (Gammill & Newman, 2005; Kotrlik, Redmann, & Douglas, 2003; Murphrey, Miller, & Roberts, 2009), there is also a substantial impact of technology on the interaction between parents and teachers in the secondary school setting.  Communication between teachers and parents improves parental involvement which has been shown to increase academic success (Epstein, 2005). Technology has been shown to increase the means by which parents and teachers communicate (Furger, 2006). Schools have many innovative technology tools to reach out to parents and keep them informed about their children including online grade books, websites, cell phones, class blogs, and email (Rogers & Wright, 2008).  Traditional methods of parent communication such as face-to-face parent teacher conferences have been found to be effective (Decker & Decker, 2003). However, those methods require time, of which both working parents and teachers may be in short supply, especially agricultural educators (Torres, Ulmer, & Aschenbrener, 2008).
According to a Pew Internet and American Life Report (2011), 96% of all working adults use the internet or email.  Yet, basic communication theory would state that medium does in fact impact the message (Miller, 2005). Ottenbreit-Leftwich, Glazewski, Newby and Ertmer (2010) found that when teachers believe technology uses are valuable, they are more likely to incorporate those uses into their practice. Thus, in preparing teachers to be successful in impacting student achievement, teacher education programs should present the opportunity to develop competency in communicating with stakeholders, specifically parents via the medium of electronic mail. 
How it works
To ensure accountability and a systematic approach to parental communication competency in teacher candidates, an assignment was created as part of the program planning course in the teacher education program. Two secondary agricultural education instructors were solicited to assist in this project. Teachers were from recently awarded outstanding agriculture program by state agricultural teachers association, were cooperating teachers the previous year, and were alumni of the teacher preparation program. The assignment description was as follows:
“During our careers as agricultural educators, we will be in constant communication with parents. Some of these communications are initiated by you as the instructor. Sometimes these communications are initiated by the parent/guardian of the student. In both situations, some of the communications will be positive and others will be negative. However, often the goal of these communications is to find resolution or understanding. Within the next few days you will be contacted by a parent of one of your students. These “parents” will be communicating with you regarding their son and/or daughter. You will need to respond as if you are currently teaching/advising this person’s son/daughter.  Evaluation of this assignment is as follows: You will need to document ALL communications with the “parent”, write a reflection paper on the communications/experience {approximately 2 pages double spaced}, and email this paper to the instructor and the “parent” by the deadline.  The course instructor will then work with the “parent” to determine your grade, as they are key partners in this process.
 Teachers were asked to role play parental situations they have incurred via email with the teacher candidates being the “agricultural teacher” and the teacher educator playing the role of “administrator”. Teacher candidates were instructed to reply with the administrator in the carbon copy (cc) line and to achieve resolution to the scenario in as many communications as needed. Upon resolution being met, the agricultural teacher (parent) emailed back an “evaluation” of the teacher candidates’ response. The teacher educator conducted a debriefing of the experience during a class session.
Results to Date
Teacher candidates reported feeling uncomfortable at first, but more confident in communicating with parents as the process unfolded via multiple modes of communication. Teacher candidates are currently placed in the state at student teaching locations. Plans are to further debrief the activity upon return to campus prior to graduation.
Future Plans/Advice
There are plans to continue this assignment as part of the program planning course. In addition, the topic of effective parent/stakeholder communication will be readdressed as part of the one-week capstone experience at the end of student teaching. Students will be asked to draft their own communication scenario with hopes that these scenarios can be utilized with future student teacher cohorts.  Specific pieces of advice for implementation into other teacher education programs:
1) There must be accountability provided through association with a specific assignment in a specific class. We chose our program planning class under the guise of stakeholder communication/involvement, but rationale could be provided for this assignment in other core teacher education courses.
2) A core value demonstrated from this assignment is the belief that the more engaged state secondary agricultural education teachers are in their state’s teacher preparation program, the better for everyone. Utilize active secondary agricultural educators who were not selected as cooperating teachers/clinical faculty for your current student teachers/teacher candidates. This broadens the professional network of the student teachers, provided validation of teacher preparation program from active secondary teachers, and engages more stakeholders in our mission of teacher development. 
Cost/Resources Needed
There were no additional external costs to this enhancement activity. An ideal scenario would provide for a modest stipend for future participating of secondary agricultural teachers.
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