Dumping Grounds

By Barry Croom and Gary Moore

The stories about Mr. Watsonl
are legendary.

During the unit of instruction on
welding, students in his class welded
the tines of the garden tiller to a sup-
port post in the agriculture shop. When
Mr. Watson tried to take it outside for
use by his horticulture classes later, he
found that he couldn’t budge it. On
another occasion, students took the
agricultural mechanics textbooks in his
classroom and sawed them up using
the table saw in the agriculture shop.
Students also locked him in the horti-
cultural storage shed, and he was fi-
nally released after two hours when a
passerby heard the sound of him beat-
ing on the doors of the shed.

Somewhere along the way, stu-
dents gave him the nickname “hubcap”.
The origin of this nickname comes from
students placing rocks inside the hub-
caps to his personal automobile. You
can imagine what this sounded like driv-
ing down the highway. Eventually,
“Hubcap™ Watson couldn’t cure this
obvious mechanical problem, and even-
tually sold the car because of it.

Old Hubcap had acquired a
unique reputation at his school. Many
students took his classes because it was
an easy period during the day when
they could kick back and avoid strenu-
ous mental activity. Conversely, some
students avoided his classes because
they did not offer the challenge and
rigor they desired. “Hubcap” Watson's
classroom had become the dumping
ground for the students who would not
behave appropriately in other classes.
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One of the worst things that can
happen to an Agriscience program is
for it to become a dumping ground for
incorrigible and lazy students in a
school. Agriscience programs are not
some type of in-school suspension pro-
gram that happens to have an agricul-
tural motif. Agriscience is a bona fide
part of the curriculum in many schools
and should be treated as such.

Certainly the framers of voca-
tional education had strong concerns
about who should be enrolled in voca-
tional education courses.

“The Federal Board desires to
emphasize the fact that vocational
schools and classes are not fostered
under the Smith-Hughes Act for the
purpose of giving instruction to the
backward, deficient, incorrigible, or
otherwise subnormal individuals; by
that such schools and classes are to
be established and maintained for
the clearly avowed purpose of giv-
ing thorough vocational instruction
to healthy, normal individuals to the
end that they may be prepared for
profitable and efficient employment.
Such education should command the
best efforts of normal boys and
girls.” (Federal Board for Vocational
Education, 1917, p. 17)

Much has changed since the Fed-
eral Board for Vocational Education
published those guidelines in Bulletin
Number 1. In most cases, career and
technical education programs have
adapted readily to include special popu-
lations in education. The purpose of this
article is not to focus on the education
of students with special needs, for they
should be welcome in every
Agriscience program. To exclude them
is a grave injustice and not in the best
traditions of the teaching profession.

We must serve all students who enter
our classrooms. Instead, the purpose
of this article is to attack the premise
that Agriscience programs are suitable
“dumping grounds™ for the incorrigible
and lazy students within a school.

While some students are placed
in Agriscience programs by some ad-
ministrative action, the majority of stu-
dents are in the classroom because of
the reputation of the agriculture instruc-
tor. Even if the Agriscience teacher
who served in the program before you
did not do a good job, there comes a
point when the responsibility for the

program becomes your own. As a col-
league of ours often says, “After four
years as an agriculture teacher, you get
the type of students you deserve.”

Incorrigible students are exasper-
ating to the teacher and other students,
and can often be a danger to them-
selves and others in the class. Student
misbehavior becomes very important
when one considers the type of envi-
ronment in which instruction occurs.
The Agriscience program in a school
is unique from other academic pro-
grams because there are multiple learn-
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environments such as classrooms,
ories, and greenhouses. Students
ght the use of power tools that
can cause serious injury if used improp-
erly. Agricultural chemicals and pesti-
cides that are used in the instructional
program and can cause injury if stu-
dents fail to heed safety warnings. Stu-
dents enter the program with varying
degrees of skill in using power tools and
agricultural equipment, and in handling
livestock.

In most cases, the Agriscience
courses are electives. While many stu-
dents take courses because of a seri-
ous interest in agriculture, some stu-
dents take the course hoping to avoid
a rigorous academic experience. In the
unique environment of the Agriscience
program how does a teacher become
insulated from the risk of becoming a

ping ground for every social prob-
in a school?

A short-term solution to the prob-
lem is become involved politically within
the school. Agriscience teachers who
ingratiate themselves to the adminis-
tration and work to establish relation-
ships based primarily on personality are
doomed to eventual failure. Today’s
school administrators are focused on
measurable accountability, and teacher
performance is valued more than the
“good old boy” network.

The Teacher Is The Key
Good Teaching

There are a number of things that
can effectively insulate the agriscience
program from “dumping ground” sta-
tus. One of the methods by which a

er can reduce the risk of dump-
urmn " status is to be the best
teacher possible. The best teachers
work constantly to improve their teach-
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ing skill and actively research new and
better ways to help students learn. Good
teachers know how to teach students
and are restless with methods that do
not yield results. Good teachers know
the content they teach, and design in-
structional activities that teach this con-
tent in an interesting and relevant man-
ner. (The Southeast Center For Teach-
ing Quality, 2004)

Individualized Instruction

The best teachers also recognize
the importance of individualized instruc-
tion and are successful in teaching a
diverse population of students. Learn-
ing is an individual process, and good
teachers try to find ways to help the

individual student learn the material in
a manner consistent with their learn-
ing style. The best teachers respect and
care about their students. (The South-
east Center For Teaching Quality, 2004)

Challenging and Rigorous Instruction

The best teachers attract students
who are motivated by challenging and
rigorous learning experiences. Students
who are looking for a free ride instead
of a high quality learning experience
either drop the class or conform to the
teacher’s standard of academic per-
formance. Young people are quite ca-
pable of rising to a reasonable level of
academic expectation. Accordingly,
teachers should implement strategies
that attract serious students of agricul-
ture.

Some teachers start each year
with a “tough love” type of lecture that
goes something like this:

“This course is not re-
quired for graduation. This
means that you should be in
this course because you have
an interest in agriculture. If
you don’t have an interest in
agriculture, you should go see
your guidance counselor im-
mediately and get out of this
course. This course is going
to be fun and exciting, but it
will be lots of work. We will
have homework, papers to
write, projects to complete
and rigorous tests.”

The teacher then follows this up
by passing out a rigorous course sylla-
bus with a list of topics to be taught,
assignments and grading procedures.
Homework is then assigned for the next
day. Students with a tendency to goof
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. off get the message very quickly that

agricultural education is not a
cakewalk.

Attracting good students means
providing a high quality lesson for each
class period. Teach from “bell to bell”
in every class. Five minutes of free time
in a class period will yield almost eight
hours of free time in that class by the
end of a semester. Research tells us
that the best teachers are task-oriented.
(Rosenshine and Furst, 1971) Focus
on student learning. Give the impres-
sion that the most important thing in
the world is that the students learn what
you are teaching at that moment. Stu-
dents can tell when the teacher is bored
or disinterested in the lesson.

Don’t apologize or make excuses
for giving homework or requiring stu-
dents to take notes. Schools aren’t
amusement parks, they are places for
learning, and learning takes effort.
Some Agriscience teachers do not give
homework, coordinate meaningful lab
activities, or administer many tests. Yet,
these same teachers wonder why their
program is a dumping ground.

Use laboratories for learning, not
production assembly lines. The primary
focus of Agriscience laboratories is to
teach students. Too many labs have
become production facilities where
monetary income is generated for the
Agriscience program, but very little stu-
dent learning is generated.

In keeping with a rigorous aca-
demic schedule, it is important that stu-
dent be accurately graded on the work
they do. Grade inflation is a huge prob-
lem in schools; so do not hesitate to
give students the grades they earn
through their efforts. Do not hesitate
to flunk students who fail to meet ac-

- ceptable academic standards. If lazy
~Students can easily pass a class, then
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the teacher’s expectations of the stu-
dents are too low.

One of the most important things
that a teacher can do is to show the
students that he or she respects them
enough to give 100 percent effort ev-
eryday in the classroom. Students rec-
ognize good teaching when they expe-
rience it. Once students recognize that
the agriculture teacher is serious about
providing a quality program, students
interested in agriculture careers will
enroll in courses. If the teacher is lazy,
the students will soon model this be-
havior.

Develop high quality FFA expe-
riences for students. Engage them in
leading the FFA chapter through ac-
tivities that teach the importance of

responsible behavior, commitment to a
common goal, effective communica-
tion, and cooperation. Establish and
maintain a high quality supervised ag-
ricultural experience (SAE) program
that addresses the aspirations and ca-
reer goals of students. Visit students
as part of the SAE program and de-
velop good working relationships with
parents and students.

Recruitment

The prudent agriculture teacher
will not leave future enrollment to
chance, and will aggressively recruit
good students. Students who are inter-
ested in agricultural careers or who
have a sincere interest in improving
their agricultural knowledge and literacy
are fair game for the agriculture
teacher’s recruitment efforts. Not all
students are academically gifted, but
that should not be the determining fac-
tor in recruiting the student.

Communicate with the Guidance
Counselors

Develop a good working relation-
ship with guidance counselors. Show
them examples of the rigor in the
courses you teach. If guidance coun-
selors do not know that the Agriscience
program is a quality learning experi-
ence for students, then the teacher has
no cause for complaint about the influ-
ence of the guidance department in stu-
dent enrollment. Effective teachers are
proactive in working with guidance
counselors.

Set the Tone Early

Effective teachers send a letter
to incoming students to welcome them
into the program. This letter should
send the message that the Agriscience
class will be interesting and exciting,
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tion in the SAE program are also

of éve;ty student. Parents will

“see this letter and most likely will be

more willing to be partner with you in
their child’s education.

How We Are Measured

A former principal of one of the
authors once said, “Agriculture teach-
ers are only as strong as their weak-
est link.” We are often measured by
the actions of a very few poor teach-
ers in the profession. Legislators,
school board members, policy-makers
often point to the few teachers who
do not perform adequately in the class-
room and use them as examples of
how agriscience programs fail to

jeve their purpose. They use our
‘akqst links” to describe who we
are. The principal whose current
Agriscience program is a dumping
ground for every misbehavior problem
in the school might just expect the
same from your program when he or
she becomes your principal. We are
in the age of accountability in educa-
tion. It is the challenge of the
Agriscience teaching profession to
encourage every teacher to establish
a legacy of quality instruction and a

professional and responsible attitude

toward the students we serve.
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"This is an actual teacher whose




