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Abstract Title: Employability Skills of Agricultural Education Teacher Certification Graduates

Introduction/Need for the research
Agricultural education is a diverse profession of constant and rapid changes (Kantrovich, 2007).  This creates challenges for teacher preparation programs to maintain a level of diversity in order to generate value added degrees.  According to Cartmell and Garton (2000), just over one third of agricultural education graduates pursue non-teaching careers.  This illustrates the importance of continually assessing agriculture teacher preparation programs to reach the students’ diverse career interests.  The challenge then becomes offering an array of skills and competencies to prepare each student for success in their career choice.  Competencies must maintain a balanced goal of pedagogy and content knowledge, while increasing employability skills of all students.

Theoretical Framework
The skills and competencies the workforce is demanding will vary as new techniques and ideas are developed. Tertiary agricultural education programs must continually strive to improve the programs based on sound research and practicality.  Scanlon, Bruening, and Cordero (1996) noted “curricula change is often influenced by input from current and future employers” (p. 18).  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Not only is the curricula influenced by these employers, but also by who the employers are looking to hire.  According to the Job Outlook 2010 Research Report (National Association of Colleges and Employers, 2009), employers in 2010 expected to hire about 7% fewer graduates during 2009-2010 than they did 2008-2009. Preparing graduates with the proper skills and competencies will produce a prime candidate for hire.

Methodology
The population for this descriptive study included the 2010 agriculture teacher certification graduates from the University of [State] (N=24). The data collection process utilized a previously developed and tested online questionnaire (Garton & Robinson, 2006), while following the Dillman, Smyth, and Christian (2009) tailored design method. Graduates who were teaching high school agriculture were requested to indicate their perceptions on the importance, preparedness, and level of contribution the program made in developing the content knowledge, skills and dispositions described in the undergraduate teacher preparation programs’ competencies. Graduates who were not teaching high school agriculture were asked their perceptions of importance, preparedness, and level of contribution the preparation program made in developing the general employability skills described in the NACE research report. Demographic information was also collected from the respondents.

Results/Findings
Seventeen of the 24 graduates completed the questionnaire for a 70% response rate. The following results and findings are based on the respondents and are not inferred to the population. Of the 17 respondents, nine were teaching high school agriculture and eight were employed in other areas. All respondents were employed in their initial position secured upon graduation. Twenty-one items captured the teacher preparation program competencies. The top seven competencies are listed in Table 1 based on respondent perceived importance. Seven of the teaching graduates currently work in communities with less than a population of 5,000. Salaries include: one - $20,000-$24,999; two - $30,000-$34,999; four - $35,000-$39,999; and two - $45,000-$49,000. Respondents that were not teaching high school agriculture responded that Integrity, Oral communication, and Responsible work ethic were the most important skills in their current employment. The top six skills according to the respondents are listed in Table 2. Only two the non-teaching graduates worked in communities of less than 5,000, while four worked in cities of over 100,000. Salaries included: five – less than $20,000 and one at $25,000-$29,999. Occupations included sales associates, graduate teaching assistants, graduate research assistant, and farm outreach worker.

Table 1. 	Graduate follow-up perceptions that are teaching high school agriculture.  (n = 9)
	Knowledge, skills, and dispositions:
	Importance in position a
	Preparation level b
	Contribution of degree a

	
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	M
	SD

	Ability to give clear, concise, and reasonable directions
	4.00
	0.00
	3.22
	0.67
	3.14
	0.38

	Creating learning experiences that are meaningful to students
	4.00
	0.00
	2.88
	0.99
	2.86
	0.38

	Managing disciplinary problems
	4.00
	0.00
	2.67
	1.00
	2.00
	0.58

	Use of student performance to communicate student progress
	4.00
	0.00
	2.56
	0.53
	2.57
	0.54

	Utilization of technology
	3.89
	0.33
	3.00
	0.71
	2.57
	0.79

	Ability to understand how students learn
	3.87
	0.35
	2.75
	0.71
	2.86
	0.69

	Provide learning opportunities that develop students intellectually, socially, and personally
	3.87
	0.35
	2.63
	0.52
	2.83
	0.41

	Note: a Scale: 1 = None,  2 = Minor, 3 = Moderate, 4 = Major; 
b Scale:   1 = Incapable, 2 = somewhat capable, 3 = Capable, 4 = Very Capable



Table 2. Graduate follow-up perceptions that are not teaching high school agriculture. (n = 8)
	Knowledge, skills, and dispositions:
	Importance in position a
	Preparation level b
	Contribution of degree a

	
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	M
	SD

	Integrity
	4.00
	0.00
	3.83
	0.41
	3.00
	1.10

	Oral communication
	4.00
	0.00
	3.83
	0.41
	3.50
	0.55

	Responsible work ethic
	4.00
	0.00
	3.83
	0.41
	3.00
	0.89

	Listening
	3.83
	0.41
	3.83
	0.41
	2.50
	0.55

	Self-management
	3.83
	0.41
	3.50
	0.55
	2.83
	0.75

	Sociability
	3.83
	0.41
	3.67
	0.52
	3.17
	0.75

	Note: a Scale: 1 = None,  2 = Minor, 3 = Moderate, 4 = Major; 
b Scale:   1 = Incapable, 2 = somewhat capable, 3 = Capable, 4 = Very Capable



Conclusions
Based on the data provided from respondents, the preparation program has areas for improvement. Engagement surrounding the competencies in discipline, communicating student progress, and focused learning opportunities may need to be enhanced. Overall, the general employability skills, according to the respondents, are being met in the preparation process. As the program continues to focus on the teaching competencies, the employability skills should be woven throughout the program to provide a value added degree resulting in increased success to graduates entering the workforce.  

Implications/recommendations/impact on the profession
Often teacher preparation programs self-assess based on teaching competencies, which is sound practice, but programs should not lose sight of general employability skills if they see similar employment trends as described by the respondents of this study. Teacher preparation programs should continue to follow-up with graduates to continually assess their preparation programs and address needs and changes that may become evident.
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