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BBeing the orginial Harry Pot-
ter fan, when I think about 
things I would do differ-

ently, I inevitably think of Hermoine 
Granger and her “time-turner.”  
What a wonderous idea!

In the third book of the series, The 
Prisoner of Azakaban, Hermione 
Granger is taking such a huge load 
of coursework at Hogwarts School 
of  Witchcraft and Wizadry, she is 
issued a controlled time-turning 
device.  This magical instrument 
allows the operator to live through a 
window of time in one location, then 
simply by turning the instrument 
return to the initial starting point 
and move to a new location and 
complete the expectations there.  

Those of us who have time-manage-
ment issues can only dream of such 
a tool.  When I think back fi ve years, 
ten years--even 20, there are many 
things I would like the opportunity 
to “re-live,”  I suppose almost every-

one would feel the same way.  Just 
to have the chance to repair a harsh 
comment or hasty reaction.  Better 
yet, to bask in the occasional mo-
ment when a student shared his/her 
success with you and made your 
entire week shine!

As you read through the following 
articles, I believe you will identify 
with the stories and the wisdom 
gained.  We can always learn from 
experience.  At the same time, your 
reading will  point to the fact that the 
past is only a product of the present.  
And tomorrow is only possible be-
cause of the human ability to project 
the needs of the future.

As educators we need past, present 
and future.  We live in the “now,” 
and reach our students when their 
“teachable moments” occur.  Some-
times that is done by sharing stories 
of the past, sometimes it is done 
by creating stories of the moment.  
Ultimately, our educational process 
opens the door to the future for 
both our students and the students 
of tomorrow.  

If we had a time-turner like Her-
moine, no doubt we could solve 
many immediate and small prob-
lems.  However, if we could solve 
those problems, what opportunities 
would we lose?  After all, life is a 
learning experience and even the 
more challenging moments leave us 
with new-found knowledge.

Refl ection is always a worthwhile 
activity.  It helps us understand our 
mistakes and our successes.  Each of 
the authors in this issue has chosen 
to share a piece of their own expe-
rience with all of the profession.  
What could we learn from each 
other is time allowed such refl ection 
on a routine basis?

As 2008 comes to a close, I suggest 
you take a few moments and refl ect 
on the road that has brought you to 
your current professional position.  
Read the articles held within this 
issue and take a few moments to 
project your future stories and expe-
riences in Agricultural Education.
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THEME EDITOR COMMENTS

What does the Rear View Mirror Say?What does the Rear View Mirror Say?

Julie Harlin is an Associate Professor 
and Agricultural Science Program 
Leader at Texas A&M University.

LLooking  back  on  your 
professional past is similar 
to looking in the rear view 

mirror while driving—you get a 
different perspective than what 
you just saw flashing through 
the windshield in front of you.  

Kolb’s model for experiential 
learning would suggest that important 
parts of learning are both experience 
and reflection.  Obviously, we 
experience a great deal: we teach, 
we compete, we travel, we practice, 
we advise, we write, and the list 
continues.  So, we experience a 
great deal.  Do we necessarily 
learn from that experience?  Think 
about that for a second—do you 
“learn” from mere experience?  

I t  s e e m s 
that the more I 
“experience” the more I 
have come to believe that in order to 
learn, we must stop, take a breath and 
really refl ect on what just happened 
in the rear view mirror.  I see it in 
myself, in preservice teachers, in 
inservice teachers, and in other 
faculty with whom I work.  We are 
sometimes so busy working and 
achieving that we forget to stop, take 
a breath, and think, really THINK 
about what we are doing, why we are 
doing it, and how we can do it better.
  
That is what this issue is about.  Not 
regretting the past or redoing the past, 
but learning from the past.  In this issue 
you will fi nd a diverse set of articles.  I 
wish I could say that I carefully planned 
each one, inviting each author months 
in advance while discussing the topics 
with each, but that is not the case.  
Thankfully, the plan has come together 
without much meddling from me.  

In this issue, you 
will fi nd several articles on 

“lessons learned” from teachers with 
varying backgrounds and experience.  
You will  also find articles on 
managing the change process as well 
as technology use in the classroom.  
Lastly, you will find a historical 
article from April 1937 entitled, “If 
I were again a teacher of Vocational 
Agriculture.”  Thanks goes to Bill 
Weeks for locating and submitting 
this piece that I am sure you will still 
fi nd relevant in today’s fast paced, 
technologically enhanced world.

So, what do you see when you look 
in your rear view mirror?  Hopefully 
you too can take the time to look back, 
refl ect, and learn from your experiences.  
After  al l ,  experience,  without 
refl ection, probably isn’t worth having.

By  Julie Harlin
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What does the Rear View Mirror Say?
Looking Back, I should have let go more!Looking Back, I should have let go more!

THEME  ARTICLE

By Don Edgar

AAs a new assistant professor 
and reflecting back on 
pe r sona l  exper i ences 

through teaching agricultural 
sciences for 14 years in secondary 
programs, there are many aspects 
which I would like to call for a “do 
over.” Being a young, energetic 
teacher, I wanted my students to 
succeed, and I would go the extra 
mile so they could. You did hear the 
word “I,” didn’t you? Agreeably, that 
statement sounds so full of promise 
and expectation. But like so many 
things, the wrong road to travel may 
be paved with very good intentions!

We all try new ideas and different 
approaches in an effort to encourage 
our students to get more involved in 
learning. Some ideas work well and 
others need to be “tweaked” before 
trying again. The life of a new teacher, 
and sometimes a seasoned veteran, is 
full of new experiences and decisions 
about techniques and leadership. 

Through the transformation of being 
a secondary teacher to becoming a 
post secondary instructor, I have 
refl ected on many of these situations 
in order to transfer the knowledge I 
gained through personal experience 
to the incoming groups of preservice 
teachers. My hope is that they will 
not make some of the same mistakes 
that I did. I hope they seek to excel 
for their students and although 
we don’t always get it right the 
fi rst time, it is the act of continual 
perseverance which aids most in some 
instances towards student success.

The agricultural teacher The agricultural teacher 
“mother bird” syndrome“mother bird” syndrome

One of the major concerns, which 
experienced teachers have voiced 
throughout the years, has been 
managing workloads and family 
life. I was not oblivious to that 
facet of being an agricultural 
science teacher. The frequent 
evenings, nights, and weekend 
work associated with being an 
agricultural science teacher can 
be greatly rewarding but also 
can cause turmoil in the life 
of any teacher since their time 
is spread so thin. As a young 
educator, I (as most) wanted my 
students to be successful and gain 
experiences, giving them a head 
start on their professional career 
choices and those life experiences 
which would mold them into the 
person they wished to  become. 
That desire consumed much of 
my time during an average day. 

In a day molded by bell schedules, 
thirty minute lunches, a short 
planning period, and student 
projects, a personal life, including 
sleep, took a distant second 
versus my duty as an agricultural 
science teacher. I needed to learn 
how to release control and allow 
students to gain experiences 
resulting in a greater education 
for themselves. This took some 
time (actually years) to evolve, 
but the rewards garnished through 
this process were significant. 

In refl ection of my growth as a 
teacher, I allowed my students 

to gain more roles in leadership 
positions because I needed 
to let go of my control. Their 
education was more personal 
because they had buy-in, due to 
more self-direction and assuming 
leadership roles in the program 
not controlled, but advised by 
the teacher. In my desire to 
control their success through 
my advisory capacity, I had not 
allowed them to engage in the 
experiences they needed in order 
to mature, grow educationally, 
and  f i nd  s e l f - con f idence 
through hands-on experience. 
I controlled their success but 
I did not let them succeed. 

Letting your students Letting your students 
“test” their wings“test” their wings

Students are in our programs 
to learn and gain experiences; 
subsequently when they enter the 
market place of professional life, 
they are more able to compete 
and be successful. As instructors 
of agriculture and advisors to 
FFA organizations, we must allow 
them to have the most positive 
and educational experiences we 
can elicit and manage. We should 
be their advisors and not just the 
demonstrators of techniques and 
leaders. Practical experience 
never comes in second place 
unless it is the only way students 
are able to be taught because of 
limited resources and with the 
realization that this may cause 
them to not be as well educated 
because of the lack of purposeful  
and personal  experiences. 
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When I understood how much I 
was keeping from my students 
(experiences) and what they were 
able to do with some guidance, their 
abilities increased and my work 
time decreased. The net investment 
positively affected the return (ROI). 
Isn’t that what we are supposed to 
be doing all along? I understood 
that thought more as I matured, 
but it is a lesson that is hard to 
grasp by many new teachers.

As agricultural science 
t e a c h e r s  w e  h a v e 
m u c h  i n v e s t e d  i n 
“our” programs and it 
behooves us to make 
them better. The answer 
is not always for us to 
control the programs 
but  implement  best 
management practices 
(BMP) that affect our 
ROI, which should be 
student learning and 
growth. If we set our 
students up for success, 
they can and will attain 
more knowledge and 
improved performance. 
How many agricultural 
science teachers are 
guilty of making sure 
everything gets done 
by doing it ourselves 
instead of transferring 
learning experiences into 
complete experiences 
f o r  o u r  s t u d e n t s ? 

When it’s time to let go and allow 
students to perform, we need to take 
a seat and allow them to perform. 
We should then advise them instead 
of just being demonstrators of 
proper performance or self-directed 
leaders. But we must also remember 
that “Doing to Learn” comes after 
“Learning to Do.” Education is our 
profession. Pragmatic application 
of learning ideas is a hallmark 

of agricultural education. We 
should never circumvent the need 
for success above practical use 
and experiences our students 
gain through our classroom and 
laboratory learning activities.

Be proud as they “fl y on Be proud as they “fl y on 
their own”their own”

There are many ways for students 

to perform or “doing to learn.” 
Allow your students to have the 
best authentic assessment of skills 
necessary to be successful in life. By 
educating in this fashion, agricultural 
science teachers will have more time 
for themselves and their families. 
Students want to learn and we must 
allow them to not only listen to us but 
also put into practice what we preach 
to them. Being able to showcase 
the multitude of talents students 

possess will not only make them 
proud of their abilities but show 
administration and local communities 
the value of our programs. We 
strive to implant in our students 
the qualities that will impact their 
lives and make them better citizens. 

Agricultural educators should 
allow students to learn those skills 
through ownership, and demonstrate 
pe r fo rmance  and  au then t i c 
assessment of the skills they obtain. 
The agricultural educator has the skills 
and knowledge to guide and assess 
students. Additionally, agriculture 
teachers best understand the needs 
of his/her students and can advise 
them on career exploration, skills, 
and profi ciencies needed for future 
career paths. Agriculture teachers 
hold the keys to positive student 
achievement and growth through 
their advisement methods and the 
role they play in the educational 
growth of their students. Allow 
them to be self-directed learners 
and explorers of information, ideas, 
and all of the other roles they can 
be associated with in your program. 
Be there to help when needed and 
be able to sit back and applaud 
and yell accolades when they 
exceed everyone’s expectations. 

Provide your students with the 
best experience you can, not by 
dividing up experiences so they are 
more easily doable, but challenging 
enough and holistic in their part of 
the experiences so learning occurs in 
a greater context. Breaking up large 
plans at fi rst allows students to learn 
initially, but soon in their lives they 
will be asked to take on large projects 
without much help or guidance, and 
they can gain those skills in your 
classroom. Although letting go of 
our control of a situation may be 
very hard at times, like the fi rst time 
we tried to teach a child to cross the 

“As agricultural sci-
ence teachers we have 

much invested in “our” 
programs and it be-

hooves us to make them 
better.  The answer is 
not always for us to 

control the programs, 
but implement best 

management practices 
(MBP )... 
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monkey bars, we must let go of the 
child when he/she feels comfortable. 
This is a necessary step, if we ever 
desire for him/her to get to the other 
side by him/herself and experience 
a great sense of accomplishment 
and triumph in succeeding in a 
challenge thought impossible.

Don Edgar is an 
Assistant Professor of 
Agricultural Education 
at the University of 
Arkansas.

The acorn...simply The acorn...simply 
knows that it is an knows that it is an 
oak tree and trusts oak tree and trusts 
the wisdom of its life process.the wisdom of its life process.

~Kathleen Hall
Work/Life Balance Expert
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Oh the Places You’ll Go...and the Oh the Places You’ll Go...and the 
Questions You’ll Ask!Questions You’ll Ask!

THEME  ARTICLE

by Ryan Foor, Rebekah Epps, Jeremy Faulk, Daniel Foster  and Jon Simonsen
Congratulations!  Today 
is your day.  You’re off to 
Great Places!  You’re off and 
away! (Seuss, 1990).  

MMany of us have used Dr. 
Seuss’ book “Oh, the 
Places You’ll Go!” as a 

teaching tool in leadership classes, 
to inspire a chapter offi cer team, 
and as a graduation gift.  There’s 
something about Seuss’ ability 
to rhyme that brings us back to 
this book time after time.  More 
importantly, the advice offered in this 
little book goes a long way whether 
you’re a high school graduate or a 
brand new teacher.  The fi ve authors 
of this article have a combined 
30 years teaching experience in 
secondary Agricultural Education 
and are currently graduate students 
in teacher education.  As we thought 
about what we would change if 
we went back to the secondary 
classroom, we remembered the 
exciting journey of beginning a 
new teaching position and the 
questions we would ask today 
based on our previous experiences.  
 Our advice comes in the form 
of “Enduring Values” for new 
and aspiring agriculture teachers.  
The values are framed around the 
burning questions we would ask if 
we were to “do it all over again.”

Why should we teach?Why should we teach?
Fame!  You’ll be famous as 
famous can be, with the whole 
wide world watching you win 
on TV. (Seuss, 1990). 

When addressing this question, the 
most basic answer is because: It is 
fun!  If the possibility existed to go 
back again, our focus would be on 
acknowledging just how incredibly 
fun the job of teaching high school 
agriculture is.  As agriculture teachers, 
we look fondly back on the times 
when homes and businesses readily 
welcomed us in their doors because 
we cared enough to ask, to visit, to 
check on student projects, and to 
show appreciation and excitement.  
Agriculture was truly learned best 
by serving as agricultural education 
ambassadors to the communities in 
which we taught where there were so 
many individuals and businesses who 
wanted to fi nd out how they could 
help our students.  Contemplating 
that now, as we work tirelessly 
behind a computer doing a variety 
of new duties, we can only smile and 
shake our heads.  We were getting 
paid to canvass the community 
and talk to students about exciting 
opportunities in an industry we are 
passionate about.  There were times 
when it was reminiscent of the TV 
show Cheers: always going where 
everyone knows your name.  We 
were famous in our own little way; 
famous for caring about student 
success.  We were members of an 
exclusive club called Ag Teachers 
and enjoyed the collegiality of being 
part of that group.  We enjoyed 
the role of being the agriculture 
teacher with all the duties and 
responsibilities that come with the title. 

Looking back, there are so many 
individuals who volunteered for or 

had hobbies related to areas that 
were just part of the agriculture 
teacher’s job.  For example, people 
who would help with welding 
projects in the shop, livestock 
shows on the weekend, and farm 
shows during the year.  Usually the 
resources to carry out these activities 
are subsidized by our schools, 
whereas community members have 
to ask for time off work, buy their 
own equipment, or pay their own 
travel funds to do the same things.  
Take a moment to look around 
your county fair, see how many 
people are there on their own dime 
and are using vacation days to do 
things that you are being paid to 
do!  Our job is fun.  We get to work 
with so many outstanding people!
Except when they don’t. Because, 
sometimes, they won’t. (Seuss, 1990).

While the previously mentioned 
memories were fun, they were not the 
best things.  No, the best memories 
occurred without recognition and 
had nothing to do with “fame.”  
Just as true character is revealed 
by what you do and how you act 
when no one else is watching, great 
agriculture teachers are affi rmed by 
the lives they change and the small 
things that they do that no one else 
will ever know about.  These are 
the actions that are not measured by 
plaques, trophies, or ribbons; they 
are the actions that usually only the 
teacher and the student ever know 
about.  The moments where we see 
the opportunity to point a student 
in the right direction for success 
and take action in making positive 
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Oh the Places You’ll Go...and the 
Questions You’ll Ask!

change occur!  As we all know, 
the victories and moments that we 
hold with us for years to come are 
rarely commemorated with awards, 
but rather by lives inspired.  People 
cannot touch the life of another 
without being touched and changed 
themselves.  Those lives changed 
will be intertwined with ours for 
the rest of time and for that, we are 
thankful.  Why teach?  Teach because 
you will have a great time, make a 
positive difference, and create 
memories that will last a lifetime.  

Enduring Value: 
Appreciation

Do I have to know it all?Do I have to know it all?
And when you’re in a Slump, 
you’re not in for much fun.  
Un-slumping yourself is not 
easily done.  You will come to 
a place where the streets are 
not marked.  Some windows 
are lighted.  But mostly they’re 
darked. (Seuss, 1990).

A challenge faced by agriculture 
teachers is keeping up with and 
understanding a vast amount of 
content.  At times this can be 
overwhelming and one may doubt 
his/her ability to be successful.

As educators in a classroom, we 
understand the importance of 
students asking questions and asking 
for help.  When students become 
comfortable and are not afraid 
to ask questions, the classroom 
becomes richer for all students and 
the instructor.  So why as teachers 
are we often afraid to ask questions 
and for help?  It may be because we 
see asking for help as a weakness or 
are afraid of what others will think.  
We wear a “badge” that says we can 
survive on our own, yet education is 
about collaboration and discovery.

One of the authors remembers 

when he was invited to a veteran 
teacher’s school one evening for 
a meeting.  Upon completion of 
the meeting, after everyone had 
left, the veteran teacher asked if 
there was anything he could do 
to help this novice teacher who 
expressed the frustrated feeling of 
being a little overwhelmed and not 
knowing where to look for resources.  
Knowing how he could help, the 
veteran teacher pointed to the fi le 

cabinets in his room.  In the cabinets 
were all of his notes, handouts, 
resources, and contest preparation 
materials.  The veteran teacher was 
willing to share any of the materials 
and even offered to photocopy 
them. The materials he shared 
that evening were tremendously 
benefi cial, but his willingness to 
share was the most valuable lesson.

Many have heard the analogy 
that teaching can feel like being 
on an island, but in agricultural 
education we are not alone on that 
island.  Agriculture teachers are 
willing to share. They believe in 
developing students and fostering 
an appreciation for agriculture.  
This belief does not stop with our 
secondary students but also includes 
our colleagues in the profession.

Asking for assistance and help from 

other educators, administrators, 
and community members is not a 
sign of weakness but an awareness 
that a teacher is not alone on an 
island. There may be a few who are 
unwilling to help, but many more 
exist who will.  In refl ection, not 
being afraid to ask for help will not 
only enhance the learning experience 
for the students in the classroom but 
will enhance the teaching experience.

A teacher does not need to know 
it all, but rather be willing to 
ask our tremendous network of 
colleagues to help in the teaching 
and learning process.  Whether early 
in your career or toward the fi nal 
stages, always remember the best 
lessons are the ones that are shared. 

Enduring Value: 
Assistance

Is there life beyond Is there life beyond 
school?school?
Step with care and great tact and 
remember that Life’s a Great 
Balancing Act. (Seuss, 1990).

We balance our checkbooks, our 
diets, and even our tires.  Life 
is truly a great balancing act.  
For many beginning agriculture 
teachers, balancing their personal, 
professional, and spiritual lives is 
always a major concern.  These 
feelings of being overwhelmed 
exist since beginning teachers feel 
pulled in several directions.  We 
know the importance of being 
prepared with daily lesson plans, 
CDE practices, SAE visits, along 
with the general duties of a teacher 
including faculty meetings, parent-
teacher conferences, and the dreaded 
lunchroom duty.  There is also 
the pull to be at home when your 
spouse needs you, dinner needs 
to be made, the children have to 
be picked up from school for the 
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Continued from page 9

doctor’s appointment, and you just 
remembered that your daughter’s 
dance recital is tomorrow night!  
We feel pulled to go to our houses 
of worship and establish routines 
for meditation, fellowship with 
kindred spirits, and refl ection on 
purpose in life.  With all of this 
pulling, it is easy for a beginning 
teacher to become distracted, 
anxious, and even discouraged.
 It is one author’s observation 
and experience that agriculture 
teachers have a tendency to focus 
on one of the areas—professional, 
personal, or spiritual; being able 
to effectively balance all three is 
another story.  Unfortunately, there 
is no mathematical equation that can 
balance your life.  Some agriculture 
teachers choose to combine both 
their professional and personal lives.   
For example, countless children of 
agriculture teachers have spent 
many an hour at county fairs and 
livestock shows long before they 
were old enough to enter projects.  
Similarly, there are teachers who 
rely on FFA members to help baby-
sit when Career Development 
Events run longer than normal. 
 Balance is not something that is easily 
achieved but with a little practice 
and work, it can make all three areas 
of your life more enjoyable.  Yes, 
it is possible to have a life outside 
of school; you just have to work at 
balancing it all to make it happen.  

Enduring Value: Balance

Should I let them see me Should I let them see me 
smile?smile?
Oh, the places you’ll go!  There 
is fun to be done!  There are 
points to be scored.  There 
are games to be won.  And the 
magical things you can do with 
that ball will make you the 

Continued on page 12

winning-est winner of 
all. (Seuss, 1990).

A s  a  n e w 
h i g h  s c h o o l 
a g r i c u l t u r e 
teacher, there are a 
lot of jobs to get done: 
curriculum to plan, lesson 
plans to write, labs to clean, supplies 
to order, and classrooms to organize.  
Of course teachers also need to get 
acclimated to the community, the 
school administration, and develop 
their own social life.  Where does 
building rapport with the students fi t?  
Beginning teachers have all heard the 
advice: “Don’t let the students see 
you smile within the fi rst 6 months.”  

New teachers have a lot of pressures 
whether they are starting a new 
program, taking over for another 
teacher, or joining a multiple teacher 
program.  A common problem for 
beginning teachers is to be seen as 
professionals and not lead students 
to believe the class is an “easy 
A.”  Rigorous classroom activities 
are important for student success, 
but professionalism should not 
be a replacement for having fun.  

We have realized the benefits of 
having fun as a teacher.  “Fun” can 
and must be fun for the teacher, as 
well as the students.   Opportunities 
for teachers to have fun might 
include attending FFA activities with 
students, particularly with a small 
group of students.  One of the authors 
shared the following personal story:

“I distinctly remember my first 
National FFA Convention trip.  I 
had six students who traveled to 
the convention with me and we 
got to know each other as we 
toured sites along the way and 
experienced the convention.  All 
professional expectations were 
upheld and the students were models 
for offi cial dress.  Certainly they 

were very professional, but we 
also found time to have 

fun.   We went to a go-cart 
track one evening which 
seemed more like going 
with friends or family 
instead of students.  When 
we returned to school, 

those students from the trip 
were retelling stories to their friends 
and explaining how much fun they 
had.  As a direct result, the students 
were more engaged in the classroom, 
making me a better teacher.”

Make a strong effort to include fun 
activities into the agriculture program 
during the fi rst year.  Maintaining 
standards of professionalism is 
i m p o r t a n t ,  b u t  s h o u l d  n o t 
completely overshadow the fun 
aspects in an agricultural education 
program.  It is surprising how 
the fi rst few fun interactions with 
students will help with classroom 
management and interaction, as 
well as keep everyone’s spirit high.  

It can be easy for a teacher to only 
focus on the professional aspect of the 
job.  Try to let your guard down a little 
and make class fun!  Tell a farm joke 
as an interest approach, help plan FFA 
activities that are fun, and don’t be 
afraid to let the students see you smile.  

Enduring Value: 
Enthusiasm

When will they get it?When will they get it?
Somehow you’ll escape all that 
waiting and staying.  You’ll fi nd 
the bright places where Boom 
Bands are playing. (Seuss, 
1990).

Things don’t always happen the way 
we want them to.  Students don’t 
always respond the way we want 
them to, assessment scores aren’t as 
good as we think they should be, and 
CDE teams don’t place the way we 
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Good Shoes, Ear Plugs, And Postcards...
THEME  ARTICLE

by Don Hensen

LLast Saturday I came in the 
house hot and tired. Thought 
I’d rest a minute, drink a 

glass of sweet tea, and catch a little 
college football on the “Great Box 
of Knowledge.” My wife had gone 
to town for groceries. I must have 
sat there close to an hour. Good 
chair, fan blowing cool air on me, 
had my shoes off. I was really 
enjoying the telecast of the game 
when Laura came in from the store, 
covered her ears with her hands, 
and politely screamed, “DO YOU 
THINK WE COULD TURN THAT 
DOWN A LITTLE?”  I thought 
the volume was just about right.

The experienced operator knows 
that whether it’s a band saw or a 
hay baler, the fi rst sign of equipment 
failure is the pitch of the tool subtly 
changing from a B natural to a B 
sharp. Because I’m luckier than I am 
smart, I have not yet had a student 
seriously injured in a shop accident, 
but fear of injury has kept me from 
wearing hearing protection. It was 
my fear that ear plugs would cost 
me the split second it took to hear 
the change in the tone of a tool.  I 
was afraid I might need that split 
second to get a kid out of a saw or 
grinder. It’s a poor excuse for not 
wearing ear plugs and I’ve lost some 
of my hearing as a result. Likewise, 
being a tight wad had me wearing 
cheap shoes on those concrete 
shop fl oors all these years. Now I 
walk around like I remember my 
Dad doing. Feels like I need sealed 
bearings in my knees and ankles. 
I should have bought good shoes.

What would I do differently if 
I could start all over again? 

When I  s ta r ted  teach ing  in 
Weatherford, Texas in 1975 I could 
not have known all that lay in store. 
The clarity of vision provided by 
50 years in the school house, 33 
of them behind the teacher’s desk, 
sheds the light of experience on 
a few things I might sure modify.

I cannot remember a single year 
when I fi nished in the spring satisfi ed 
with the amount of real teaching 
I got done. Developing the skill 
of knocking out mundane paper 
pushing chores quickly enough to 
preserve some of the day for school 
teaching would be my new goal. 
The inability to say “no” to free 
jobs for school and community 

also robbed a lot of teaching time 
from my kids. Community service 
is important and I wanted to teach 
my kids to do their share, but I now 
fear that always saying “yes” led 
some administrators and community 
folks to think we were just setting 
up at the ag shop, waiting for them 
to come up with something for us to 
do. A small sign under the shed of 
a local tractor mechanic said it all: 
“We’ve done so much with so little 
for so long, now they think we can 
do anything with nothing at all in no 
time fl at!” In my next life I might just 
say “no, thanks” occasionally, if only 
to familiarize folks with the concept.

In that same vein, it is likely that as 
the son of depression era parents, I 
prided myself a little too much in 
my ability to “make do.” Too late 

Continued on page 17
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Continued from page 10
think they should.  We tend to forget 
that “Rome wasn’t built in a day.”  
In terms of classroom teaching, it is 
diffi cult when we feel like we aren’t 
getting our message across to our 
students.  Even after trying a couple 
of different methods there are times 
when students just don’t get it.  When 
this happens, we must step back and 
think, “Am I getting it?”  There were 
times when the best planned lessons 
were a fl op.  Was it because of the 
students or was it because of the 
teacher?  As teachers, we have an 
important task of taking a positive 
leadership role in the classroom to 
make sure the daily objectives are 
met.  We must assess the situation 
and consider what is happening 
in the classroom, in the school, 
and in the community and adjust 
our methods to fi t the situation.  
These adjustments can take time.
 
When teachers start new positions, 
sometimes they find that the 
students’ ideas about how things 
should happen differ from how 
they, the teacher, think things should 
happen.  This can particularly be a 
problem with classroom discipline.  
We hear about how Mr. or Mrs. 
So-and-So did it.  Again, it takes 
time for students to adjust to a new 
teacher.  We have to remember 
that “Because I said so” isn’t 
always the best answer or the best 
approach.  Patience, persistence, 
and consistency go a long way in 
setting the tone for how matters of 
classroom management will play out.
 Like any life change, whether it is 
starting a new job or a new exercise 
regime, visible change takes time.  
New agriculture teachers must 
remember that invisible change is 
always taking place – every little 
thing we do has an impact on our 
students.  Over time, some of those 
early challenges begin to disappear.  
Early on many teachers ask, 
“When will they get it?”  However, 
the answer to that question lies 

within us and that answer is, “I got 
it!”  What did we get?  Patience 
– the realization that making little 
changes over time will have a 
great impact in the end.  The time 
comes soon enough when we fi nd 
the “bright places” in teaching and 
can focus on more of the rewarding 
aspects of teaching students.  

Enduring Value: Patience 
We know there are times when 
teaching agriculture seems tough, 
but we also know that it is a great 
job.  Beyond the valuable content 
we teach our students, we are able to 
build lasting relationships with those 
students.  The places you’ll go as an 
agriculture teacher might include 

Indianapolis 

and Washington, DC, but are those 
the “places” that will make a lasting 
difference?  Certainly some of 
the experiences that take place 
on those trips will be memorable; 
however,  the  “places  you’l l 
go” are beyond any geographic 
location.  The places you’ll go will 
be the experiences you’ll create 
for your students and holding the 
Enduring Values of Appreciation, 
Assistance, Balance, Enthusiasm, 
and Patience will help get you there.  

Today is your day!  Your 
mountain is waiting.  So…get 
on your way! (Seuss, 1990).
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Would-Have, Should-Have:  Dialogue on Would-Have, Should-Have:  Dialogue on 
TeachingTeaching

THEME  ARTICLE

by Nancy Grudens-Schuck, Michael S. Retallick, Thomas Paulson, Michael 
Pate,  Awoke Dollisso, and Moreetsi Thobega

WWhat would a teacher do 
differently if she or he 
had the chance? Six col-

leagues with ties to Iowa State Uni-
versity (ISU) convened a dialogue 
on “What we might do differently.” 
We present our dialogue in conver-
sational format, interview-style. 

Dialogue with Michael S. Retal-Dialogue with Michael S. Retal-
lick, ISU assistant professor and lick, ISU assistant professor and 
former high school ag teacherformer high school ag teacher
Nancy: Nancy:  Mike R., it was seven 
years ago in rural Iowa in Janu-
ary 2001 when you last taught as 
a high school agricultural instruc-
tor at Maquoketa Community 
Schools. Before 2001, like Tom 
and Mike P. who join the dialogue 
later, you taught high school fresh-
men to seniors and were engaged in 
a myriad of FFA, SAE, and other 
core student experiences. You de-
veloped a well-respected Maquo-
keta program - arguably saving the 
program from being discontinued. 
What elements led to stabilizing the 
program as “Mr. R.,” as you were 
affectionately called by students?

Mike R.:Mike R.:  In brief: Ownership, ded-
ication, and communication. I made 
everyone feel like they were an im-
portant part of the program. Parents 
and community members were in-
volved through an alumni organiza-
tion. They knew what was going on 
in the program. We did “things” in 
class – students were learning and 
engaged. Students told their friends 
positive stories, which led their 
friends to sign up for ag classes in 
greater numbers. Their families in 

turn provided support when called 
upon. I was committed to provid-
ing students with opportunities and 
I dedicated whatever time was nec-
essary to make sure they were suc-
cessful. Success bred more success.

Nancy:Nancy:  Building and then solidify-
ing a program is tough work. Any-
thing you would have done different-
ly that might have made the process 
easier –perhaps easier on yourself 
and your family – the “work/life 
balance” factor as we now call it?

Mike R.:Mike R.:  Yes, I would do some 
things differently.  At that point in 
my career, my philosophy was to 
expose students to all of the op-
portunities that agricultural educa-
tion had to offer (e.g., leadership 
activities, judging events, career 
development events, community 
service learning projects, etc.). This 
action on my part certainly sparked 
interest and increased participation 
among students and the commu-
nity; however, it did in fact create 
a personal “monster” that was dif-
fi cult for one person to manage. I 
knew that my life was out of bal-
ance when, during an October con-
vention season, I left on a Monday 
morning for National FFA Conven-
tion. It took until Thursday evening 
that same week for it to occur to my 
four-year-old daughter to ask my 
wife “where Dad was.” She hadn’t 
seen me in a while, but had appar-
ently become accustomed to my ab-
sence. I realized that my family had 
become used to Dad being gone.  If 
I had to do it over, I would select a 

few key experiences for students. I 
would better evaluate what I could 
offer as the sole teacher/coach and 
determine, with the assistance of an 
advisory council, which activities 
would benefi t students the most. I 
would resist the “do-it-all” men-
tality. Okay – and another other 
thing I would do differently would 
be to say “No!” a little more often.

Nancy:Nancy: Is there something from 
within the educational intellec-
tual canon - “the literature”—that 
supports the idea that focusing 
on a few key experiences for stu-
dents might be wiser from an 
educational perspective as well 
as being more family-friendly?

Mike R.:Mike R.:  At this point in my ca-
reer, I am fortunate that I am at an 
institution that has taken Boyer’s 
(1990) work to heart by taking a 
broader view of scholars and schol-
arship. ISU’s Center for Excellence 
in Learning and Teaching espouses 
that scholarship of teaching goes be-
yond scholarly teaching (i.e., teach-
ing extremely well), because schol-
arship also involves inquiry into the 
teaching and learning process, and 
encourages dissemination of the 
fi ndings. This philosophy enables 
faculty members to maintain foci 
on learning, discovery, and engage-
ment under an umbrella of their ex-
pertise. Things have also changed 
for me because I am no longer fo-
cusing on six or seven preps each 
night. University club advisement 
also isn’t as heavy of a commitment 
in terms of coverage as needed at 
most high school-level programs. 
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Nancy:Nancy: Now armed with the 
PhD and an understanding of the 
lexicon from the likes of Boyer, 
do you possess have the secret to 
saying “No” more often? Because 
a lot of us would like to know.

Mike R.:Mike R.: If it were only that easy. 
I am a service-oriented individual 
by nature, which makes it very dif-
fi cult to say no. However, my ex-
periences in higher education have 
helped me to understand and value 
the importance of focus. Although 
it may only be an ideal, today I 
strive to make my responsibilities 
blend in a manageable manner.  As 
a faculty member at a land-grant in-
stitution, I strive to weave research, 
teaching, and service in a manner 
that creates synergy rather than 
confl ict and stress. It also helps to 
be part of a faculty with members 
with their own areas of specializa-
tion, which assists staying focused.

Dialogue with Thomas Paulson, Dialogue with Thomas Paulson, 
instructor at ISU and PhD can-instructor at ISU and PhD can-
didate, after 21 years teaching ag.didate, after 21 years teaching ag.
Nancy:Nancy:  Tom, you moved in 2008 
from classroom ag teaching to a 
university instructor and PhD can-
didate dual position. You taught 
at Carroll Public High School and 
Kuemper Catholic School in Iowa 
– a public-private position. You 
engaged in the full range of activi-
ties for 21 years, and received lo-
cal, state, regional, association, 
and national awards (whew!). 
Where to begin when refl ecting 
on “would-have, should-have?”

Tom: Tom:  After 21 years of teaching, I 
have tried many things. Some strat-
egies worked well with certain au-
diences and some did not. I feel that 
my teacher tool box is actually over-
loaded; yet at the same time I know 
that the correct specialty tool is there 
somewhere: I just need to dig it out 
and review the operator’s manual. 
So application -- the right time, right 

place, and right students – is key. 

Nancy:Nancy:  Can you give us a pro-
grammatic perspective?

Tom: Tom:   You are right that a program 
should be looked at differently 
from the point of view of classroom 
instruction – the day-to-day stuff. 
After participating in the National 
Quality Program Standards pilot 
project for Iowa, I discovered that 
my own program was not profi cient 
in several areas. It was not bal-
anced. I became convinced through 
the national work that I needed a 
better balance among instruction/
laboratory, experiential learning, 
and leadership development. Some 
background: My program had been 
a two-teacher program until about 
fi ve years ago. After the second 
teaching position was staff-re-
duced, I discovered that my inabil-
ity to say “No” had overburdened 
me with FFA activities. Don’t get 
me wrong, I truly enjoyed the FFA 
activities, but they had started to 
compromise my ability to evaluate 
all students Supervised Agricul-
tural Experience (SAE) programs, 
for example. My Individualized 
Professional Development Plan 
goal, had I stayed at the high school 
level, would have been to concen-
trate on balancing SAE and FFA.

Nancy:Nancy: It sounds like you needed 
the national opportunity to gain 
a bird’s eye view of program bal-
ance, even after twenty-some years 
of teaching. What led you to work 
state-wide and nationally? Sounds 
like a lot of work, which Mike R. 
noted dampens family relationships.

Tom: Tom:  Good point. But I have al-
ways believed that to improve 
professionally, I needed to take a 
critical look at what I was doing in 
my practice from several angles. I 
believe that individuals engaged 
in the agriculture industry – espe-

cially those in agriculture educa-
tion – have the opportunity and the 
responsibility to tell the story of 
the nation’s food, fi ber and natu-
ral resources systems. To do this 
effectively, we must be respected 
for our endeavors in our class-
rooms, schools and communities. 
I believe that agriculture teachers 
should provide critical professional 
insight as well as local leadership. 

Dialogue with Awoke Dollisso, As-Dialogue with Awoke Dollisso, As-
sistant Professor, and Iowa commu-sistant Professor, and Iowa commu-
nity college ag instructor for 6 years.nity college ag instructor for 6 years.
Nancy:Nancy:  Awoke, you recently 
changed in 2008 from a community 
college agricultural education posi-
tion in Sioux City, Iowa – teaching 
both face-to-face and online dis-
tance education – to a university-
based teaching position at Iowa 
State University. You had the privi-
lege of teaching content in which 
you are strong: animal sciences. 
I was surprised when you told me 
that one of the most satisfying el-
ements of that teaching experience 
was online instruction, especially 
when students became highly en-
gaged in “threaded discussions” 
via the internet on animal health 
issues. What elements of the way 
you organized the threaded dis-
cussions led to high engagement?

Awoke:Awoke: The content topic was 
cell structure and mitosis. I set up 
a threaded discussion on mitosis 
and cancer. Cancer is caused by un-
controlled cell division or failure of 
mitotic cell division control mecha-
nisms.  Students read in their text 
books. I also posted a video clip on 
cell biology and cancer. I asked stu-
dents not to re-state what they read 
and watched, but to refl ect, to make 
real life connections, and to share 
their views with others. I required 
a minimum of two posts from each 
student. The fi rst refl ection post 
had to be based on what they read 
and watched (but still an original 
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Continued on page 18

and personalized response). A few 
days later, students were required 
to review all original posts of their 
classmates, and to write refl ection 
on his or her experiences learn-
ing about others’ points of view.  
Many shared their own, or a fam-
ily member’s experience, with can-
cer.  The topic was relevant to their 
life experience and the knowledge 
they gained was insightful. Many 
expressed emotions – such as hope 
and encouragement gained from 
the advances in scientifi c research 
in the fi ght against cancer. The 
other aspect of their engagement 
was that they felt safe and confi -
dent enough to share their thoughts 
with their peers. The students were 
engaged, thinking, and articulate. 
I believe that is active learning. 
As an instructor and faculty mem-
ber, it was exciting for me to see.
 

Nancy:Nancy: From our prior discussions, 
a face-to-face animal nutrition 
course, a highly challenging subject 
area, seemed to require a fair bit of 
instructional experimentation on 
the way to success. How might you 
change the way you taught the in-
class animal nutrition course now 
that you have had time to refl ect?

Awoke:Awoke: Students needed to master 
the content in this case before they 
started applying their knowledge. I 
would still spend time on the lecture 
side explaining and giving examples 
on foundation content. I would then 
move to assignments that involved 
real life situations where students 
could begin to apply the concepts. 
One assignment could be students 
visiting a farm where livestock are 
being raised, interview the owner 
and manager of the operation, and 
analyze the feeding system. Then 
the students could organize and 
share that information with the en-
tire class. I would organize a visit 
to a couple more livestock farms 
where there were different species. I 

would expect students to write their 
refl ections on that experience. The 
point here is that I would do more to 
make what students were learning 
in the class relevant to them or help 
them to see the real life application.

Dialogue with Michael Pate, Dialogue with Michael Pate, 
MS, doctoral student, instructorMS, doctoral student, instructor
Nancy:Nancy: Mike P., even though I 
have known you as a doctoral stu-
dent in our department, I admit that 
I was astounded to learn through 
our recent discussions that you 
serviced three schools’ ag ed pro-
grams, including two junior high 
schools and one high school, all 
situated in Springdale, Arkansas. 
Your fi nal teaching term was spring 
2006. I understand, as well, that in 
addition to multiple schools, your 
classes featured a student popula-
tion high in ethnic, language, na-
tionality, and racial diversity dif-
ferent from your own ethnicity and 
upbringing. With relief, I learned 
that you had a co-teacher with you 
focusing on mechanics and tech-
nology, and a colleague focusing 
on horticulture and animal science. 
What helped you to juggle the sev-
eral school sites, FFA and SAE, 
as well as the riches of diversity?

Mike P.:Mike P.: It was diffi cult at the 
start. I began the job just as fuel 
prices had increased, and my big’o 
truck was really hitting the wallet. 
The school district reimbursed for 
mileage, but it did not cover all 
of my costs. Also, I found myself 
physically exhausted at the end 
of the day. I had to eat lunch and 
complete my class prep on the go. 
It took a toll on me. Traffi c during 
my commute was congestive, and 
I was afraid on a daily basis that I 
would have an accident and be late 
for classes. I had fi ve minutes to 
switch between the junior highs, 
which were across town from each 
other. I had 30 minutes to travel 
to the high school, complete my 

prep, and eat lunch. It took lots 
of patience and dedication.  At 
each school we had an English as 
a Second Language (ESL) spe-
cialist that really took the time to 
help us with our curriculum, so I 
was supported there. The school 
district provided lots of profes-
sional development to assist teach-
ers in managing our classrooms 
well, and took the time to educate 
us on the cultures of our students. 
That helped a lot. The schools 
each promoted a climate rich in 
communication and collaboration 
between teachers, administrators, 
students, and parents. I was grate-
ful for that and have learned that 
this does not happen everywhere.

Nancy:Nancy:  What an upbeat story. 
Upon refl ection Mike P., what 
skills or habits did you wish 
you had possessed before taking 
that fi rst complex school posi-
tion? What would perhaps have 
eased your way as a new teacher?

Mike P.:Mike P.:: Things that I wish I had 
at the ready would be fl uency in a 
second language, a fuel effi cient ve-
hicle, and lots more patience. I also 
now see that I would have benefi ted 
from a study abroad program when 
I was an undergraduate, as well as 
the opportunity to student teach in a 
school with students from different 
countries or cultures from my own.

And now: Moreetsi Thobega, PhD And now: Moreetsi Thobega, PhD 
and lecturer, back teaching at and lecturer, back teaching at 
Botswana College of Agriculture Botswana College of Agriculture 
after a several year hiatis during after a several year hiatis during 
an ISU-based doctoral programan ISU-based doctoral program
Nancy:Nancy: I now turn now to Moreetsi, 
who twice left his home continent of 
Africa to gain higher education de-
grees in the Agricultural Education 
major at ISU. Moreetsi, before you 
left Botswana, you taught agricul-
tural education courses, including 
instruction and measurement; and 
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Think about it!

Billye

 IN

CLUSION
    CORNER 

       

Change is possible--sometimes it is Change is possible--sometimes it is 
just hard to do!just hard to do!

“I know I should just get over it, but my trip to the National FFA Convention 
last week got me thinking about skirts. Maybe that’s because I saw thousands 
and thousands of teenage girls wearing them, along with the requisite hosiery 
and dress shoes, last week as they attempted to stay on their feet through four 
long days at the convention.

You see, skirts are a part of FFA offi cial dress. Offi cial dress for women was 
created back in 1973 in order to ensure uniformity and dignity within the 
organization. I get that. I’m told that it is supposed to teach kids how to dress 
professionally and that’s what really gets me.

Women don’t have to wear a skirt in order to be dressed up. In fact, I attended 
the four day conference in what I consider to be “professional dress” without 
ever sporting a skirt or nylons. I don’t even own a pair of nylons. Does that 
make me unprofessional? Is this the message we want to send to teenage girls 
who are already oversensitive about their bodies and clothes?

Walking long distances in dress shoes (even sensible ones) is never comfort-
able. I saw one smart girl sporting black crocs, and I actually stopped to 
applaud her sensibility. Now that I read the offi cial rules of FFA dress, I see 
that crocs are not acceptable footwear, although I still think she was smart for 
wearing them. She was probably one of the only girls I saw who was actually 
still wearing her shoes by the end of convention - most girls had given up and 
were walking around barefoot or with tennis shoes on, or worse, they were 
still teetering around in their dress shoes in obvious pain. And I ask you, how 
professional is that?”

EEver notice that some topics resurface every now-and-then?  In Arizona I 
think the prize has to go to “What is an acceptable SAE?”  We talk about it 
every summer, just as if it has never been mentioned before.  In fact, I think 

if we did not talk about it, people would probably leave the teachers’ conference 
believing they were at the wrong activity!

Another one of those topics is appropriate offi cial dress for female FFA members.  This topic has been 
discussed and voted on and discussed many times over the years.  Recently a friend of mine attended 
the National FFA Convention for the fi rst time.  In fact, her experience with anything to do with FFA has 
been limited--so much so I decided she qualifi ed as an “objective observer.”  Following the Convention, 
she shared a few thoughts.  I felt they were worth considering and allowing us to look at this topic one 
more time!
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should be proud. D. Henson.” Two 
weeks after the fi rst one, a parent 
conference was scheduled and I 
naturally expected the worst. I 
walked into the parent conference 
and found a dad with tears in his 
eyes. “We’ve had letters from 
school, but never good ones,” he 
said. For the next two years I could 
not chase this kid out of my shop at 
the end of the day, and his parents 
were the best helpers I had. The 
same thing happened with a host of 
other postcard recipients. Bragging 
on good kids who have worked hard 
is always a worthy use of our time. 

Few things about a wonderful 
teaching career surpass the joy of 
working with student teachers, 
eager young men and women who 
want to take up our profession. My 
parting advice to them would likely 
have something to do with ear 
plugs, good shoes, and postcards.

 

in my career I realized that if not 
for me a lot of my kids would not 
have an advocate at school. Perhaps 
I was too afraid of being told “no” 
and just didn’t ask for that new 
welding machine or a little travel 
money for that CDE team headed 
for the state or national contest. I 
now think I could have been the 
squeaky wheel a little more often and 
gotten my kids a little extra grease.

For sure I could have kept a log of 
some of the grand stories that have 
sprouted in my experiences all these 
years. Had I done so, the situations, 
the characters, and the events of 
thirty-three school years, thirty- 
three FFA banquets, and thirty-three 
county stock shows would be a real 
fun document to have, if for no one 
else but me. The only worthy use I 
have found for a computer so far is 
storage of digital photos. Were I a 
rookie teacher today I would hope I’d 
keep a few kid pictures each year. On 
tough days it might help remind us of 
what this ag teaching gig is all about. 

We’ve all said it.  “If I knew then 
what I know now.” I’ll use stupidity 
as an excuse. Had I been a little 
less trusting of both kids and adults 
in those early years I think I could 
have gotten along better.  No, I’m 
not saying that you should start 
out assuming everyone is out to 
get you. But neither do I think I 
should have assumed that all school 
administrators, parents, and kids had 
wholesome motives. I hope I have 
taken the high road and expected 
honest behavior from those with 
whom I have worked, but on several 
occasions exercising appropriate 
oversight would have resulted 
in a more appropriate outcome. 

Even as I pen these lines, I wonder if 
I would have been a more effective 

teacher had I been more straight-
forward in explanations. I wanting to 
“do unto others” and treat them like I 
wanted to be treated. My hypersensivity 
to criticism makes me not want to be hit 
over the head with the correction stick 
when I make a mistake, despite the fact 
that I have made plenty. Too often I 
may have beaten around the bush when 
pointing out things I wanted fi xed.  An 
advantage of this approach has been 
the effectiveness of butt chewings 
when, on rare occasion, they were used. 

Were I able to start over today, I would 
like to focus more on an indirect lesson 
plan that would lead my kids and the 
adults over whom I might have some 
infl uence, to be less judgmental of 
each other. When I was in the fi rst 
grade there was a box on one side 
of the report card about “works and 
plays well with others.”  I would like 
to have done my teaching business 
in such a way that would make those 
around me more focused on their 
business while wasting less time 
evaluating others. Kids can be mean 
to each other. Likely, they learned it 
from us adults. Perhaps they could 
learn tolerance in the same manner.

A neighbor spent several years in the 
state legislature and seemed quite the 
philosopher. He was fond of saying, 
“He who tooteth not his own horn, 
the same is tooted not.” Said it was in 
the Bible. Book of Layton. He might 
sure be right. If I could turn back the 
hands of time, I might pass on a few 
of those free repair jobs for the boss, 
and take a few more pictures of good 
ag kids doing good things and send 
them to the local paper. Chances are I 
could have inspired an extra kid or two.

Way too late in my career I struck 
upon an idea that worked. I sent one 
postcard each week home to parents of 
some youngster who had worked hard 
in my class. The results were stunning. 
“Just wanted you to know Frank is 
really getting after it in my class. You 

Don Henson is an Agricultural 
Science teacher at James 
Madison High School in San 
Antonio, Texas.  He has taught 
agricultural science for over 
33 years.

Continued from page 11
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Continued from page 15

also management and agricultural 
business courses, to both AS and 
BS students at the Botswana Col-
lege of Agriculture. Can you tell us 
at least one idea gained from your 
doctoral program at ISU that im-
pacted the way you teach currently?

Moreetsi:Moreetsi: As may be apparent 
from my job title (lecturer), provid-
ing instruction through lecture was 
prominent in African institutions 
in the past. One major idea gained 
from my PhD program was to as-
sist my classes to be participatory 
and student-friendly. Even though I 
teach relatively large classes, some-
times as many as sixty in one course, 
I still try by all means possible to 
let students take the lead in some 
of the teaching and learning activi-
ties. I learned at ISU how to create 
a more relaxed teaching and learn-
ing atmosphere by designing class 
activities that allow and encourage 
creativity. In a recent Measurement 
and Evaluation course, I encour-
aged students, in groups, to design a 
group test. They started by framing 
items from the syllabus, took the 
test through validation and reliabil-
ity testing processes, then adminis-
tered and graded the test, and fi nally, 
analyzed their own grades. The stu-
dents were fascinated with the exer-
cise; at the very least, they had now 
tasted the lecturer’s side of things.

Nancy:Nancy: What theory or instruc-
tional experience led you to try the 
new approach? 

Moreetsi:Moreetsi: It was so not much in-
structional theories that led me 
to refl ect and change my instruc-
tional approach, but what I had 
learned about the range of teach-
ing styles at ISU. I experienced 
student-centered and participa-
tory learning approaches from ISU 
courses that left positive impres-
sions on me such that sometimes, 

when I engage in a teaching style, 
I am aware that I learned it from 
a specifi c professor while at ISU.

Nancy:Nancy:  Moreetsi, your explana-
tion parallels what educators know 
about the role of mirroring and 
emotions in learning and transfor-
mative change. Also, while you 
were in Iowa, you worked on non 
formal adult and extension educa-
tion projects and were popular with 
farmers. Have there been opportuni-
ties to weave non formal learning? 

Moreetsi:Moreetsi:Yes, I use group dynam-
ics theory a lot. Believe me, I am 
teaching 54 students in my Re-
search Methods class and there is 
no way I can engage them without 
resorting to group work. One thing I 
learned about groups is that groups 
can be effective as long as there is 
something of common interest that 
binds the members together. I am 
just now experimenting with an-
other technique in this vein. A few 
weeks back, I issued topics for stu-
dents to work on in groups. I did 
not physically assign the student to 
a group but I asked them to locate 
other students who were assigned 
the same topic (the students did 
not at this point in the course know 
each other). Just by having to look 
for each other outside of class, they 
will strike acquaintances, and their 
topic should bind them as a group. 
The assignment is ongoing. I don’t 
yet know how it will work out.

Nancy:Nancy:Have you refl ected on prac-
tices used in Botswana or other coun-
tries in Africa that might be used 
effectively in the US ag ed context 
– if Americans were aware of them? 

Moreetsi:Moreetsi:  Maybe. I’m not sure 
whether this would work in the US. 
It is a practice that starts at high 
school, called “subject groups.” We 
stream students according to sub-
ject groups. Agriculture is grouped 
with the sciences – math, physics, 

biology, and chemistry. So here in 
the College all students, in any ag-
ricultural fi eld, must have science 
credits. During their fi rst year in 
college, they are basically study-
ing sciences before they branch 
off into various agricultural disci-
plines. But like I said, the stream-
ing would have started at high 
school. Even college admissions 
are based on the subject groups.

Nancy:Nancy:  Sounds interesting. Per-
haps we need a fi eld trip, Moreetsi.

Moreetsi:Moreetsi: A fi eld trip would be 
a good idea. We would be glad 
to host you and students and 
other visitors. In fact, Dr. Greg 
Miller, ISU, will visit next year. 

And fi nally: Nancy Grudens-And fi nally: Nancy Grudens-
Schuck, PhD and Associate Schuck, PhD and Associate 
Professor, who last taught un-Professor, who last taught un-
dergraduates directly in 2006.dergraduates directly in 2006.
Nancy:Nancy: Hey, isn’t anyone going 
to ask me a question?

Mike R.:Mike R.: Okay, Nancy, here goes. 
I understand that a leadership 
course is required of some majors. 
You taught our department’s lead-
ership course for about 8 years, 
twice per year. What trials and trib-
ulations presented themselves for a 
required course? Our students of-
ten say that they don’t see the value 
of the course or say that they be-
lieve they already know everything 
there is to know about leadership.

Nancy:Nancy: There were both successes 
and challenges. But lately, I have 
been thinking that maybe we are 
going about it the wrong way. I 
have been wishing that the “stuff” 
of leadership — group facilitation 
and speaking repertoire – could be 
taught effectively in the context 
of a subject matter course, such as 
machinery management or animal 
science. But the teaching of such 
topics typically favors the science 
content. We also do not appear to 
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do a reliably good job of “cross-
teaching” interpersonal and group 
leadership skills in the integrated 
(modular, usually) courses that I 
have seen taught in many places.  If 
I had an opportunity to do it over 
again, I would team teach a 4 credit 
course that fully integrates the in-
terpersonal and emotional intel-
ligence skills and group dynamics 
theory with a single key technical 
agricultural topic. I am strong in 
plant biology and pest management 
– so maybe a course like that could 
be used. I also think back to Rich-
ard Bawden and his colleagues’ 
work at Hawkesbury Agricultural 
College in Australia in the 1970s 
and 1980s. Students served real 
clients. As the students saw the 
need for higher-level knowledge 
or interpersonal skills, the faculty 
would offer short courses to meet 
the need on the spot, sort of like 
the industrial and engineering con-
cept of “just-in-time” production.

Mike R.:Mike R.: What intrigued you to 
accept a faculty position at ISU?

Nancy:Nancy: Are you asking that be-
cause I was raised my whole life 
in New York? Fair enough. “In-
trigued” is the right word. Iowa has 
relatively brief but powerful agri-
cultural history, incredible soils, 
plenty of confl ict, and current agri-
cultural issues unlike anything I had 
experienced. Agriculture changes at 
a breathtaking pace in Iowa. Stu-
dents and faculty are palpably inter-
dependent with agriculture.  I also 
felt right at home with the faculty 
from the start, during the interview 
process. It was a good choice for 
me to honor the warm-and-fuzzy 
intuition about potential future co-
workers. Also, ISU already had a 
Sustainable Agriculture graduate 
program approved by the Board of 
Regents, which no one else had at 
the time. That also made ISU an 
extra special place to work. I have 

been active in both programs since.
Mike R.:Mike R.: What prepared you 
to become a faculty mem-
ber at a land-grant institution?

Nancy:Nancy:  Probably living and 
breathing land-grants since I was 
nine years old (e.g., extension) and 
then getting four degrees from a 
land-grant university. Is there any 
other kind of college? (Just kid-
ding). If I had to do it over, I would 
attend at least one different type 
of college in a different state to 
broaden my experiences. But I was 
the fi rst to go to a university in my 
family and I didn’t know any better.

Mike R.:Mike R.: What would you 
have done differently as you 
prepared for a career as a fac-
ulty member in higher education?

Nancy:Nancy: I did not prepare to be a 
faculty member. It did not occur to 
me to that I could become a faculty 
member until I was 31-years-old, 
was married, had two babies; and 
had worked in extension, at an ex-
periment station, and for a private 
pest management fi rm. It wasn’t 
until the 3rd year of my doctoral 
program – during my preliminary 
exams – that I fi rst vocalized the 
job aspiration of “faculty mem-
ber.” This is not an unusual his-
tory for a female of my generation. 

Nancy Grudens-Schuck, PhD, is an Associate Professor at 
      Iowa State University.
Michael S. Retallick, PhD, is an Assistant Professor at ISU
Thomas Paulson, MS, is an Instructor at Iowa State University.
Michael Pate, MS, is a Doctoral Student at Iowa State University.
Awoke Dollisso, PhD, is an Assistant Professor at ISU.
Moreetsi Thobega, PhD, is a Lecturer at Botswana College of 
      Agriculture, Department of Agricultural Economics, Education    
 and Extension, Gaborone, Botswana. 
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By Dwayne Pavelock & Doug Ullrich

Finding the Merit in Every “Finding the Merit in Every “If OnlyIf Only””

Others

A second thought about what we 
would do differently encompas-
ses the practice of utilizing a men-
tor and learning from those who 
have multiple years of experience 
in the profession.  We often try to 
impress upon student teachers the 
importance of the fi eld experience 
as a learning opportunity from 
varying perspectives.  The 12-week 
period spent at a student teaching 
center is not always about fi nding 
out how to do things right.  Often-
times, the experience enables one 
to recognize how things should not 
be done.  Some student teachers 
conclude their fi eld experience with 
a much different attitude about a 
career in education than what they 
had three months earlier.  Unfortu-
nately, it is occasionally a negative 
attitude.  But is that not a meanin-
gful learning opportunity as well?  
We can provide, within the walls 
of a classroom, an abundance of 
philosophical and theoretical ap-
proaches to teaching agricultural 
science, but listening to experien-
ced educators can be invaluable.

The Kid in the Corner

Let’s face it… most everyone likes 
to win, earn good grades, receive an 
award, etc.  We are often amazed by 
how much college students like to 
receive a positive, personal, hand-
written accolade or gold star sticker 
on the front of their exam.  It seems 
that how we were rewarded in Kin-
dergarten or the third grade is still 
appreciated some 12-15 years later.  
And it’s easy to recognize someone 
for their above-average effort.  But 
what about the kid in the corner, the 
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PPerhaps Vernon Law said 
it best: “Experience is the 
worst teacher; it gives the 

test before presenting the lesson.”  
Every teacher likely recognizes 
this concept as an alternative view 
to the traditional belief that expe-
rience is the best teacher.  It could 
simply be a matter of semantics as 
we think about what “good” and 
“bad” really mean.  Having asked 
a leadership class whether Hitler 
was a good leader, immediate res-
ponses focused on the inhumane 
acts that he directed, and many 
students readily agreed that Hitler 
was a horrible leader.  A period of 
silence followed and students then 
began posing questions… what do 
you mean by good?  Do you mean 
effective?  Eventually, the dif-
ference between good and effective 
was discerned, yet the initial ques-
tion created some cautious responses 
as the class progressed and students 
attempted to ascertain whether any 
hidden meaning was to be found in 
future efforts to have them defi ne and 
describe various leadership traits.
Refl ecting on various experien-
ces one has encountered as a tea-
cher can create vacillating results.  
Sometimes the focus is on the “if 
only” aspect of the experience:

If only I had done a better job 
of preparing for that lesson…
If only I had paid more atten-
tion to the reluctant student…
If only we had spent more time 
practicing…
If only we had begun the 
supplemental feeding process 
sooner…

However, teachers have the oppor-
tunity to engage in refl ective prac-

•

•

•

•

tice to provide a more meaningful 
outcome for experiences that may 
have gone awry or produced less 
than desirable results.  Instead of 
spending time mentally beating 
ourselves up over not doing things 
differently, we can instead focus on 
the opportunity for improvement, 
enhancement, and enrichment prior 
to the next encounter; thus, expe-
rience becomes an effective tea-
cher even if it is not a good teacher.

Planning

Many discussions that follow the 
conclusion of an event will even-
tually center on a breakdown in 
the planning process.  Speaking 
as agricultural educators about 
what would be done differently 
if we had the chance to do it all 
over again, proper planning rises 
to the top.  Beginning teachers 
normally have various options 
as they establish themselves at a 
school.  Should they have a teaching 
patner, entry year teachers can 
continue to conduct the agri-
science program from a histori-
cal standpoint – maintaining the 
status quo and doing the same 
thing that was done in previous 
years.  They could also bring 
new and fresh ideas that are of-
ten based on their experience as 
a former agriscience student/FFA 
member as well as learning out-
comes from their student teaching 
experience; essentially, a trial-
and-error approach.  Regardless, 
planning is necessary for the stu-
dents to gain the maximum benefi t.

The Value of Experience 
– Yours, and Those of 
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one who is not the most advanced 
student, who exerts a level of effort 
of which they are proud because 
they did their best?  How about 
the student who is not the most 
gifted speaker, the best judging team 
member, or the most artistic?  We 
wish that we would have done more 
to help all of those students.  True, 
there are occasional occurrences in 
which we assist the student who has 
a lower ability than others.  Was it 
just once?  Were there others that 
never received special attention?  
Traveling back in time, we would 
like to have done more for the “kid 
in the corner” who found a “home” 
in the agricultural science program.
 
Smelling the Roses

We miss contest day, the arrival of 
the day in which all the hours of 
practice and extra time spent at the 
school fi nally came to fruition.  The 
same is true of graduation night or 
the annual FFA banquet.  Seeing a 
student’s face light up when his/her 
name is called as a winner or high 
individual certainly creates a sense 
of pride and accomplishment for 
the teacher as well.  But agricul-
tural educators seldom rest on their 
laurels and past accomplishments, 
and instead begin looking forward 
to the next activity.  As educators 
at an institution of higher educa-
tion, we seldom have the same 
opportunities to see kids succeed 
at a contest.  Recalling our days as 
high school agriscience teachers, 
we should have taken more time to 
stop and smell the roses.  How often 
do we retell those stories of success 
to our college students?  For us, it 
may not be everyday, but it is fre-
quent because those are times we 
cherish.  We still appreciate them 
many years later.  But did we take 
much time to enjoy them when they 
occurred?  Perhaps we can compare 
it to our own sons and daughters as 

they grow up.  How often do we 
wish we would have worked less 
and played more with them, or 
went to more of their ballgames or 
recitals?  It is strange to realize how 
much we care about the children 
of others, and to also fi nd oursel-
ves wishing we had taken the time 
to enjoy our moments with them.
So don’t live a world of “if only” 
in terms of regretting what we 
did and didn’t do as an early-ca-
reer teacher.  Indeed, take the time 
to learn from those experiences.  
And along the way, help someone 
else realize the opportunities they 
have to benefi t from experience.

Dwayne Pavelock is an Asso-
ciate Professor of agricultural 
sciences at Sam Houston State 
University.

Doug Ullrich is a Professor of 
agricultural sciences at Sam 
Houston State University.
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By Britina Robinson

II came into this profession much 
like many of you: I enjoyed my 
own experience in Agriculture 

Education as a student and wanted 
to ensure that future generations of 
students would have that same op-
portunity. I knew in high school that 
I wanted to become an agriculture 
science teacher and never wavered 
from that desire throughout college. 
I entered the teaching program at 
Texas A&M University and four 
years later was applying for my fi rst 
teaching job. I was ready to train 
national champion public speakers, 
take every student to National FFA 
Convention, and direct leadership 
workshops for FFA members far 
and wide. I have been teaching for 
six years now and am proud that my 
students appreciate agriculture and 
the FFA just as I did, and still do. 
However, somewhere along the way 
my priorities changed and in my 
opinion, they changed for the better.
I am quite certain that FFA and 
the leadership development that I 
gained from my participation in FFA 
have been a fundamental part of my 
success as a teacher. I know this is 
where I learned how to plan events, 
organize activities and prioritize ac-
tions, which were all required of me 
even in my fi rst year of teaching. 
But what I did not truly learn until 
I was surrounded by it was where 
my emphasis needed to lie. I can 
spend countless hours planning a 
trip to National Convention, prepar-
ing a member for competition, and 
organizing a leadership workshop, 
but if I am not spending twice that 
much time on curriculum develop-
ment, then I feel it is all in vain.
It might have been when I applied 

to be a participant in the National 
FFA Delta Conference that this 
revelation became apparent. I had 
just fi nished my fi rst year of teach-
ing and was selected to attend this 
conference where I spent a week 
working on more effective lessons 
through better teaching strategies. I 
gathered with teachers from around 
the nation to work on lesson plans! 
We were not working to determine 
new rules for the livestock judg-
ing event, or comparing National 
Chapter applications. We were 
working on the most important 
part of our jobs—the curriculum! I 
started the school year inspired by 
what I had learned from my men-
tors at the conference and for the 
fi rst six weeks I committed myself 
to writing lesson plans every day  
for each class that would meet the 
expectations I had been taught. Not 
surprisingly, the care I was putting 
into lesson plans each night im-
proved the technical lessons I was 
teaching by 300%. My interest ap-
proaches were focusing students 
and the contextual sets were fram-
ing previous knowledge to bridge 
to the new objective. I was using 
student-centered language that was 
specifi c and action-oriented and of 
course, I was using student-engag-
ing strategies to facilitate learning. 
The implementation of these tools 
made a tremendous difference in 
my classroom. I noticed it most in 
my non-traditional agriculture stu-
dents who had previously been dif-
fi cult to engage. Through constant 
interaction, engaging strategies, and 
active directions, I found a way to 
facilitate learning for all students in 
my classroom. I was excited about 
my teaching and my students’ learn-

ing. Not only was I creating my own 
new lessons, but I was armed with 
a collection of highly critiqued les-
sons, a battery of effective teaching 
strategies, and a brand new outlook 
on teaching. No wonder my class-
room instruction improved so much! 
If I had known about how to really 
design a lesson to be effective, my 
fi rst-year students might have had a 
better experience. Hopefully, they 
forgive me for my all of my errors.
As I became more focused on my 
curriculum, lots of things changed 
in my classroom. Behavior was bet-
ter because I was teaching bell to 
bell, time on task was better because 
they had an assignment to work on 
the minute they walked in my class-
room, and the students were hap-
pier, because I was making a notice-
able effort at making learning worth 
their time. Before this, certainly my 
FFA members and standouts were 
happy because they were getting 
the bulk of my attention, but oth-
ers were not receiving the instruc-
tion they deserved. I credit a lot of 
this change to my participation in 
the Delta Conference, but I took 
charge of my own learning soon af-
ter. When it became apparent to me 
that I had a lot to learn about les-
son plans, curriculum maps, and 
curriculum development, I had to 
make some discoveries of my own.
Although I have always known that 
someday I would pursue higher ed-
ucation, I did not think it would be 
in anything besides agriculture edu-
cation. That is what I do and who I 
am…or so I thought. As it turns out, 
I am largely interested in the curric-
ulum and instruction that is behind 
good teaching. I began my Master’s 
program this past summer and have 
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been in awe of what I did not know. 
I began asking myself why I had not 
learned about concepts of multicul-
turalism and the history behind the 
development of curriculum before 
now. It was unnerving to fi nally un-
derstand how ignorant I really was 
about some aspects of my students’ 
lives; though I would have said I 
was as knowledgeable as anyone. 
Turns out, I was wrong. For a while, 
I was angry that I had been “thrown 
to the wolves” so to speak, in my 
fi rst year. However, I realize that I 
gained a signifi cant amount of ex-
perience during my undergraduate 
years as well. So while I do think 
that some of the topics I am now dis-
cussing in graduate school should 
most certainly be a part of any un-
dergraduate teaching program, I do 
see the value in having experience 
before becoming knowledgeable 
in these areas. Without the experi-
ence, I might not have anything 
to relate the new knowledge to.
So as I look back on what I wish I 
had known then what I know now, 
I have a rather lengthy list. Here 

and no matter how the day has 
gone, I am infl uencing people.

Perhaps twenty years from 
now I will have a much lon-
ger list, but then I have to 
think—where’s the fun in that?

Britina Robinson is an Agricul-
tural Science teacher at A&M 
Consolidated High School in 
College Station, Texas.

it goes—I wish I had known that:
My number one priority needs 
to be building relationships 
with ALL students.
My second priority should be 
designing lessons that are ef-
fective for ALL students.
Each student’s experience is 
what shapes their learning, and 
NO one has the same 
experience.
Worksheets and activities DO 
NOT equal engaged students.
There is no time for BUSY 
WORK.
Who I am and how I am per-
ceived as a person carries as 
much weight as the words that 
come out of my mouth.
Trying to teach like anyone 
else is pointless; teaching to 
the best of my ability is 
necessary.
Knowing why we do things a 
certain way is really important 
to understanding our purpose.
Experience is the best teacher.
I have the best job in the world, 
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By Patrick Wellert

 

TTechnology and education 
have always seemed to go 
together. In order to prepare 

students for the workplace or col-
lege, they need to be exposed to it. 
Teachers in the classroom use tech-
nology believing that the students 
are gaining valuable information 
and retaining the concepts taught, 
but in reality the students need to 
be involved in the lesson and ac-
tively participating in activities 

that include technology. Student 
engagement is critical to student 
motivation during the learning pro-
cess. The more students are mo-
tivated to learn, the more likely 
it is that they will be successful 
in their efforts. (Beeland, 2002). 

Uses of TechnologyUses of Technology

There are numerous uses of tech-
nologies that are available to teach-

ers to include students into the 
classroom’s lesson. These include 
Interactive Whiteboards, Proxi-
mas, PowerPoint games, interac-
tive DVDs, Ventrilo chat software, 
Myspace, Blackboard, and scaven-
ger hunts. To put the uses of tech-
nology into an effective practice, 
teachers need to help students set 
achievable goals, encourage stu-
dents to assess themselves and 
their peers, help them to work co-
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Wellert presents to students using a Smart Board as part of his 
classroom technology.

operatively in groups, and ensure 
that they know how to exploit 
all the available resources for 
learning (Hall, 2006). The fol-
lowing are how some technol-
ogy is used to help students learn: 

Interactive WhiteboardsInteractive Whiteboards
 
There are two different types of 
whiteboards. The fi rst is a virtual 
version of a dry erase board. It al-
lows students to see what the in-
structor or other students write or 
draw using a special pen. The sec-
ond functions similar to a normal 
whiteboard, but also contains a 
projector screen, an electronic copy 
board, or as a computer projector 
screen on which the computer im-
age can be controlled by touching 
or writing on the surface of the pan-
el instead of using a mouse or key-
board. They function by connect-
ing a projector to the whiteboard 
panel with the use of a computer 
and software. It is important to 
know the different functions in or-
der to determine which whiteboard 
is right for the educator. By know-
ing the difference you can also 
learn the terminology and under-
stand the basic functions of each.

Proximas and PowerPointProximas and PowerPoint
 
PowerPoint is a software program 
that is being used in the classroom 
as a tool to incorporate learning ac-
tivities into the curriculum. Power-
Point enables teachers and students 
to actively create presentations 
with graphics, charts, diagrams, 
and pictures in their slideshows to 
help make often complicated ideas 
and lessons more manageable and 
understandable. It is a way for stu-
dents to engage in research, and 
present information to their peers. 
When students are actively learn-
ing, taking an active role in the 

learning process, they seem to 
understand the information bet-
ter, and enjoy the lesson. The 
use of a game also allowed Jones 
and Mungai (2003) to directly 
address the learning style needs 
of the visual (58%) and tactile 
learner (22%), which represents 
eighty-percent of those involved 
in the content related courses. 
When constructed with different 
learning styles in mind, games 
can often accelerate the learn-
ing process (Jones & Mungai, 
2003). By itself, PowerPoint is 
not a cure-all remedy, but rather 
a tool that needs to be understood 
and used properly for it to be ef-
fective as an active learning tool. 
Research also has shown that stu-
dents who used PowerPoint as a 
learning tool were more engaged 
in the discussions (Rowcliffe, 
2003). This will encourage teach-
ers to use PowerPoint as a way to 
involve students 
into a lesson by 
s t i m u l a t i n g 
discussion. 
For Pow-
e r P o i n t 
to take 
place 
in a 

classroom, an Interactive Whiteboard 
or a Proxima is needed. A Proxima 
displays a computer screen onto a 
screen much like a projector at a mov-
ie theater. The user is able to display 
items such as websites, PowerPoint, 
and interactive games. A way for stu-
dents to interact using this technology 
is through games created by teachers 
and used in the PowerPoint lesson. 
Games such as “Hollywood Squares,” 
“Jeopardy,” and “Who Wants to be a 
Millionaire” are created using slides 
and links to answer the questions. 
Teachers may use a blank template 
and fi ll them with different answers 
for the students to use as a review. 
Teachers may even let the students cre-
ate their own review using the blank 
templates. This activity can also be 
used in a small group or team setting. 

Advantages to the Advantages to the 
StudentsStudents

Learn ing 
sciences 

r e -
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search tells us that students learn 
much better “by doing” rather than 
“by listening.” This means that pas-
sive learning – the traditional lecture 
– is being replaced in our classrooms 
by more active learning activities 
that emphasize student problem solv-
ing, discussion, presentation and 
other “authentic” learning-by-do-
ing-activities (Day, 2004). By in-
cluding students into the lesson it 
opens up a realm of possibilities 
because students can retain roughly 
only 10% of what they write down. 

Teacher ApprehensionTeacher Apprehension
 
So why are teachers not using tech-
nology that engages and interacts 
more frequently with students? There 
are many reasons why teachers feel 
apprehensive or uncomfortable using 
an interactive whiteboard, proxima 
and PowerPoint. The fi rst of which 
could be the length of time from 
their college prep program until now. 
Teachers often get exposed to and 
learn new technologies in their teach-
er prep courses. Some might not have 
been prepared for these technologies 
upon entering the workforce. Al-
though the availability of technology 
in American schools has increased 
(US Department of Education, 2000), 
information released by The National 
Education Association (2004) in-
dicates that less than 35% of public 
school teachers feel they are “well 
prepared” or “very well prepared” 
to use this technology effectively. 
 
The second reason is blockage from 
the school’s control or security sys-
tem. Teachers claim that the fi re-
walls and fi ltering systems create 
blockage in their attempts to educate 
and communicate with technology 
(Murray, 2004). The teachers and 
other users can become frustrated 
when they do not understand why a 
certain item like a website used for 
a scavenger hunt or a hyperlink in 

a PowerPoint are not available. 
 
Inconsistencies from school to 
school is another reason. At one 
site there may be access to all dif-
ferent types of technology while at 
another the absence is very evident. 
The general public perception is 
that our schools are using technol-
ogy and managing our resources in 
that area well. In several surveys 
done some schools do show near-
ly 100 percent use of technology 
while in others the use of technol-
ogy is nonexistent (Starr, 2003). 

SummarySummary

The research has shown that there 
are proven benefi ts to using technol-
ogy in the classroom. The ability to 
integrate technology into the class-
room can add valuable information 
and ideas to our students. By facili-
tating the use of Proximas, Power-
Point, and interactive whiteboards 
our teachers will be able to reach a 
broader audience of learners.  
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THEME ARTICLE

IIt is recorded that some wise man 
has said or written that “of all sad 
words of tongue and pen, the sad-

dest are these – it might have been.”  I 
am sure we can all couch for the truth 
of this observation; for there is no one 
of us who has not had the ghost of the 
things we might have done rise up to 
haunt us.  It is now nearly 15 years since 
the pace in high school vocational agri-
culture became too fast for me, causing 
me to seek refuge in the sheltered halls 
of a college there to spend my time tell-
ing budding teachers of vocational ag-
riculture how to do what I myself did 
so poorly.  This requires courage of a 
sort but not nearly so much as it takes 
to approach full-blown teachers on 
the same mission.  However, caution 
was never one of my distinguishing 
characteristics and I am emboldened 
to make the attempt in the hope that it 
may serve to bring to your minds some 
ideas about teaching of agriculture 
which may not be new to you at all.
In fact you may be putting every one of 
them into practice.  If you are, check-
ing thru them again may renew your 
faith in them and encourage you in 
your good work.  If you have failed 
in the practice of them it is not too 
late to begin now.  At any rate, I hope 
you may read what I am about to set 
down even if only to disagree with it.

1. If I were again a teacher of Voca-
tional agriculture I would spend more 
time and make a more systematic effort 
getting acquainted with the human and 
material resources of my community. 
Of course, I used to go out and run 
down some prospective students in or-
der that my regular classes would fi ll, 
just as you have done, but that, I see 

now, was hardly enough.  I would be-
come well acquainted with the progres-
sive man and women of the community 
who are now its leaders.  I would attempt 
to discover their interest, noteworthy 
achievements, and personal attitudes in 
order that I might be better able to en-
list their co-operation and support in my 
program.  I would locate the best herds of 
livestock and get to know their owners, 
the best farmsteads as well as the poor-
est, and the people who inhabit them.  I 
would make close observations of the 
type of soil, the effi ciency of the meth-
ods of cultivation commonly employed, 
and the defects or shortcomings in the 
agricultural practices of the community.

In addition to these last named economic 
recourses, I would make a canvas of the 
cultural or recreation activities and re-
source of the community, noting their 
strength and weakness and the opportu-
nities for improvement and expansion.

2. I would cooperate more generously 
and cordially with other workers in ag-
ricultural education, and more particu-
larly with those in charge of the local 
farm organization’s program.  I would 
try to regard myself as a co-worker 
with the county agent and the club-
leader in the great task of raising the 
level of the agricultural industry and of 
rural life, instead of a competitor with 
whom I must compete for clientele and 
credit. I would make a most serious at-
tempt so to lose myself in the course of 
a better agriculture that all petty jealou-
sies and personal differences would no 
longer operate to render ineffective so 
much of the energy and time we spend
I blush to confess that this ideal is quite 
far removed from the condition which 
existed in my time between the teachers 

of vocational agriculture and other 
workers in the fi eld of agricultural 
education.  Too often we were jealous 
of each other, losing no opportunity 
to minimize the contribution of one 
another and refusing to assist in the 
other’s program even when invited.
I realize now how silly, even criminal, 
was our behavior, for not only were 
we attracting adverse criticism of our 
clientele to our prospective programs, 
but we were dragging our heels and 
retarding the wheels of progress.  
For progressing human affairs must 
come thru co-operation.  There is no 
other way which offers a shadow of 
hope.  Competition has been over-
worked and has brought disaster in 
its train.  The history both or natural 
evolution and social progress clearly 
demonstrates that co-operation has 
the greater survival value than com-
petition, and from it man may learn 
this lesson – “Learn to co-operate or 
perish.” What made our antagonis-
tic attitude the more deplorable was 
the size of the task we each had in 
hand.  Had our vision been at all ad-
equate we should have seen clearly 
that there was plenty of work for us 
all to do, for truly “the harvest was 
plentiful but the laborers were few.”

3. I would co-operate more fully 
with the administrative offi cers and 
the faculty of the school system. 
In those early days, we teachers of 
agriculture were want to regard our-
selves as specially privileged folks 
and not to be burdened with any of 
the routine duties in which all the 
other teachers shared.  Since part 
of our salary and that of our super-
visors came from the federal gov-

By J. H. Starrak, Iowa State College, Ames, Iowa (April 1937)
Discovered & resubmitted by Bill Weeks
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ernment we had the idea that we were 
federal employees sent into the commu-
nity to do a specialized task. We were 
not always willing to accept orders or 
suggestions of the superintendent and 
principal and did not wish to make any 
effort to integrate our work with the 
whole school program, or to take re-
sponsibility for extracurricular activities. 
It is very plain to me now that such an 
attitude on our part was very petty, un-
professional, and greatly to be deplored. 
It is plain to me that the task of educat-
ing youth must be a so-operative one; 
that the regular curriculum is only part 
of the program, but a very important 
part, and one in which all teachers should 
make their respective contributions in 
an unselfi sh, intelligent fashion; that our 
responsibilities do not cease with the ef-
fective presentation of our respective 
subjects but extend to the other parts of 
the program, i.e. the extracurricular ac-
tivities of the teachers, and the co-op-
erative enterprises of the school with the 
community; and that for these reasons 
a teacher who refuses to become an in-
tegral part of the faculty of a school in 
all its varied activities and responsibili-
ties has no right to hold a position in it. I 
regret that reports from different sources 
indicate that all teachers of vocational 
agriculture have not yet rid themselves 
of this very unprofessional attitude.

 4. I would teach less and teach better. I 
would follow Alfred North Whitehead’s 
admonition as literally as possible: 
“Let the main ideas which enter into a 
child’s education be few and important.” 
I would be as discriminating and ruthless, 
as my judgment and courage would per-
mit me to be, in my selection of the rela-
tively few important principles and tech-
niques that my students should make a 
permanent part of their mental equipment.
Now I know full well that this is no easy 
task, for agriculture is a tremendously 
large fi eld of human activity, draw-
ing as it does on so many different sci-
ences.  Moreover, knowledge in it is in-
creasing rapidly with each passing year 
as the fi ndings of the numerous experi-
ment stations and research laboratories, 
public and private, are formulated and 
made available. The school curriculum 
has always been very active in accumu-
lating subject matter but very sluggish in 

eliminating the obsolete and less im-
portant.  The net result is that school 
subjects have become, in all but 
rare cases, the masters of teachers 
rather than their servants, and that 
in their attempts to satisfy the de-
mands of their masters (the subjects 
that they teach) teachers pervert the 
real purpose of education, which is 
the development of those individual 
powers and attitudes requisite to in-
telligent living in the modern world.
There are other factors responsible 
for the well-known ineffi ciency of 
school education, but certainly the 
attempt to teach too much is one 
of the most widespread and devas-
tating.  And because agriculture is 
such a broad fi eld and because of 
the large amount of research being 
done in it, teachers of vocational 
agriculture are particularly in need 
of the  admonition to cull out care-
fully and ruthlessly all but the most 
signifi cant items of subject matter in 
the various phases of their subject.

5. I would try to teach these im-
portant principles and tech-
niques more effectively.  
I would endeavor to secure a thoro 
understanding of these principles 
and techniques on the part of my stu-
dents.  Far better is it for them to un-
derstand a few basic principles than 
to have a hazy superfi cial knowledge 
of many.  I would lead them into the 
habit of inferring or implying other 
knowledge, when needed, from those 
principles they have so mastered.  
This ability of inferring new truth 
from old is of inestimable value in 
meeting new problems in a changing 
world.  I would teach them to apply 
these principles and techniques to the 
solution of practical, life situations.  
This would result in the attainment 
of the ability and habit of reasoning, 
judging, and planning on the part 
of the students, and thru these, give 
them power over life’s problems.
And I would not stop here. I am ac-
quainted with too many people who 
know a great deal, and who are able to 
apply the knowledge and techniques 
they process, but whose behavior has 
not been changed on whit thereby. 
Very obviously such and education 

is very ineffective.  Something more is 
needed, too, and this something must 
not be neglected or all our efforts will 
have been in vain.  So I would teach my 
students to appreciate, intellectually 
and emotionally, the great need which 
exists for the application of these es-
sential principles and techniques to the 
everyday affairs of life and the daily 
needed contributions to individual 
and social welfare which would fol-
low their wholehearted, intelligent ap-
plication to the more pressing, crucial 
problems of agriculture and rural life.

Further, I would try to light and fan the 
fl ame of desire for the individual and 
social progress to the end that my stu-
dents would not go out into the world 
satisfi ed with both it and themselves, 
to carry on the their lives much as they 
would have done had I never taught 
them; but rather be individuals with a 
clear vision of what ought to be done, 
with the ability to do it and the insistent 
desire to do their share toward its con-
summation.  In other words, I would 
try to be a real teacher and make per-
manent, benefi cial changes in my stu-
dents’ behavior rather than to lad upon 
them a mass of undigested knowl-
edge, whish like a bag of salt upon 
their backs melts in the fi rst storms 
they encounter after they leave school.

6. I would pay more attention than 
I formerly did to what was taking 
place in the character or personality 
of my students as it was being shaped 
and crystallized by the experiences 
of school, home, and community.  
I would try to keep ever uppermost in 
my mind the idea that the real purpose 
of education is the proper development 
of the character or personality of the 
individual.  I am using these terms syn-
onymously and I am attributing to them 
a very broad meaning. “Personality” as 
I use it has much the same meaning as 
the word “soul” as used in the Bible.  
And in that Book we are asked, “What 
doth it profi t a man to gain the whole 
world and lose his soul?” I would 
paraphrase this and say “What doth it 
profi t a boy to gain the whole fi eld of 
knowledge and ruin his personality?”

I am not quite ready to accuse the av-
erage school of doing more harm than 
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good to the growing personality of its 
students, but I do insist that many of 
the experiences which it provides do 
have very far –reaching and deleteri-
ous effects upon personality of the stu-
dents. This may not be clear to some of 
you, and space does not permit much 
elucidation at this time, but my main 
arguments, if I had time to give them, 
would center around the effect which 
many of the ordinary experiences of 
the school have upon the emotional 
reactions of the child. I shall have to 
assume that you appreciate the close 
relation which exists between person-
ality and mental health.  It may not be 
so apparent to you but I believe that it 
may be said, without injury to the truth, 
that the average school does more harm 
than good to the mental health of the in-
dividual students. It accomplishes this 
damage in various ways.  One is thru 
the use of fear – not so much the fear 
of physical punishment as it was in the 
19th century – but rather fear of failure, 
of the ridicule of fellow students, and 
of the thinly veiled or open sarcasm 
of teachers, and the fear of demotion.  
Another way is thru the establishment 
of inferiority feelings or various types, 
ranging all the way from the realization 
of one’s lack of good looks and good 
clothes, thru physical defi ciencies to 
lack of mental ability and social graces.  
For the creation of all these inferiority 
feelings the school is not wholly re-
sponsible but by insisting upon a single 
common standard of academic and cul-
tural achievement for all and sundry, 
without regard for the great differenc-
es in mental equipment, and cultural 
background; by the prominence given 
to class lists, honors, awards, and other 
satanic academic instruments of torture 
for the great majority who never get 
prizes and honorable mentions; and by 
dubbing as failures all those who fail 
to meet the standard requirements, re-
gardless of the amount of effort  and se-
riousness of purpose they have shown, 
school administrators and teachers have 
created an environment which reacts in 
divergent ways, but equally  disastrous-
ly upon both bright and dull.  Need I 
belabor this point? How many of you, 
supposing you had only one good leg, 
would day after day enter a race against 
people with two good legs apiece, who 

had demonstrated over and over again 
that they could run much faster than 
you? Would you come to such a hope-
less race each and every day cheer-
fully and hopefully and run your best 
with the certainty of failure riding on 
your back? Would you maintain your 
sweetness of disposition and the prop-
er social attitude under this insistent 
pressure to do the impossible?  If you 
would you might be justly regarded 
as either an angel or a fool.  Yet that 
is about what we expect of our duller 
students, and still we are surprised 
when they develop traits of discour-
agement, carelessness, lack of interest, 
and deliberate dishonesty as the result 
of the experience we force upon them.

Someday when I get old and bold 
enough I am going to write a book 
on “the crimes of teachers.” The 
obviously great size which such a 
book would attain has so far operated 
against the attempt.  If and when it is 
written, among the most heinous of 
the crimes enumerated will be the one 
just described.

It should be noted that the particular 
damage to which I refer not only re-
sults in the production of maladjusted 
and unhappy personalities of individu-
als, but in addition has serious and far-
reaching social consequences.  By our 
emphasis in schools upon completion, 
upon the strong defeating the weak, 
upon striving for monetary rewards 
or empty honors we have stimulated 
and fostered the growth of the greedy, 
selfi sh, and individualistic impulses of 
man.  Then in our stupidity we stand 
back and view with dismay the di-
saster which competition, the greed 
for gain, and selfi sh individualism 
have brought upon the human race, 
without however appreciating or 
admitting our own responsibility 
as educators for the present plight 
of mankind.  Doubtless H. G. Wells 
was right when he said civilization is 
a race between education and catas-
trophe, but he might well have added 
that education at times seems to be 
running with and not against catas-
trophe, for we have been encourag-
ing the development in our young 
people of those personal traits and 

attitudes which place a great strain on 
civilization and which will lead inevi-
tably, if not checked, to its collapse.
Believing fi rmly in what I have just 
expressed, I would eliminate from my 
teaching all appeals to my students to 
gain recognition, awards or prizes by 
defeating their fellows, and I would 
use all my powers of initiative and 
creativeness in devising teaching situ-
ations which would call forth and ex-
ercise the student’s capacity to fi ght 
and overcome his own weakness and 
to co-operate with and assist his fellow 
students in a common, socially use-
ful undertaking.  I am convinced that 
this is the direction we teachers must 
travel if education is to achieve, what 
I fi rmly believe it can achieve, namely: 
the alleviation of human misery and 
distress; the deposition of greed, self-
ishness, and competition from their 
present high places of power in hu-
man affairs; and the enthronement of 
service, co-operation, and love in their 
places.  I am also convinced that those 
of us who are cynical unbelievers in 
the possibility of the consummation of 
these ideals are too dangerous to soci-
ety to be permitted to teach its youth.
In closing I will admit that all these 
things I have suggested are extremely 
diffi cult to accomplish, but that is not 
surprising, for ours is no easy task.  In-
deed to teach youth how to live abun-
dantly and sensibly in our modern age is 
the most diffi cult as well as the most im-
portant task which devolves upon adult 
man.  How effectively are you doing it?
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