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Abstract 
 

For decades, teacher education programs have suffered from teacher shortages in many content areas. 
Due to high teacher turnover rate there has been an increase in the number of teachers who are 
entering the field through alternative certification programs. It has been noted that the professional 
development needs of traditionally and alternatively certified teachers may differ drastically. The 
purpose of this study was to identify the professional development needs of agriculture teachers in 
Louisiana based on certification type. Data were collected at each of the three Louisiana FFA 
Leadership Camp sessions during the Louisiana Agriculture Teacher’s Association meeting held on 
the first day of camp. In all, 190 agriculture teachers registered for camp and 164 completed the 
instrument, representing an 86.0% response rate of camp attendees and 62.8% of the total agriculture 
teacher population. The results from this study indicated that professional development related to 
Program Management was the only statistically significant difference between the two groups. 
Specifically, the traditionally certified teachers felt a greater need for professional development in this 
area.  Based on this research, there may be less difference in the professional development needs of 
teachers based on certification type in Louisiana than expected compared to previous research. 
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Introduction 
 

Teacher shortages have been an ongoing and long-standing problem in public education (Boe, 
Cook, & Sutherland, 2008). High turnover has often been cited as a contributor to low student 
performance (Ingersoll, 2002; Kersaint, Lewis, Potter, & Meisels, 2007) and increased educational 
costs (National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future [NCTAF], 1997; Borman & Dowling, 
2008). High teacher turnover requires schools to continuously hire new teachers who are often young, 
inexperienced, and more likely to leave the profession (Ingersoll, 2004; Rockoff, 2004). This ongoing 
crisis has required many school systems to adjust their hiring standards related to teacher licensure in 
an effort to fill vacant positions (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; NCTAF, 1997).  
 

In the United States, high teacher turnover has existed for some time. In fact, between the 1999-
2000 and 2000-2001 academic years there was an overall 16% rate of turnover among teachers 
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(National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2005). Over half of the turnover was attributed to 
teachers desiring to leave the profession (NCES, 2005). That attrition rate is almost twice as high as in 
other top-performing nations like Singapore and Finland (Sutcher, Darling-Hammond, & Carver-
Thomas, 2016). This number is even higher for teachers in school districts with high poverty, with 
approximately 21% of teachers leaving those schools each year (Donaldson & Johnson, 2011). 
Agricultural education has also suffered from a lack of qualified teachers.  Specifically, Kantrovich 
(2007) reported shortages of agriculture teachers as far back as 1965.  Unfortunately, this trend is still 
occurring.  Most recently, the Agricultural Education Supply and Demand Study conducted by Smith, 
Lawver, and Foster (2017) reported a shortfall of agriculture teachers still existed as of September 2016.  
Further, research has indicated over 40% of agriculture teachers leave the profession by their sixth year 
(Walker, 2002). 
 

Further compounding the issue is the fact that between 2009 and 2014 enrollment in teacher 
preparation programs decreased by almost 35% (Berry & Shields, 2017; Kearney, 2017). This decrease 
could be attributed to shifts in the profession caused by decreased pay, increased rigor in teacher 
education program standards, and a decrease in the perceived quality of working conditions of teachers 
(Guarino, Santibanez, & Daley, 2006). Another factor that may contribute to teacher attrition is the 
absence of meaningful in-service training and support of teachers. This lack of support may be a factor 
in a teacher’s decision to leave the profession (Marinell & Coca, 2013).  
 

Traditionally, most teachers are trained through a teacher preparation program housed within 
a college or university. However, with schools struggling to fill positions, teachers who enter the 
profession through alternative certification routes are becoming more common. Since the development 
of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001, states have been encouraged to pursue educational programs 
that provide alternative paths to licensure (Bell, Cihak, & Judge, 2010). These alternative paths differ 
greatly across programs and across states, but they all generally provide access to educational careers 
outside of the traditional university preparation process (Hawley, 1992). These programs are often 
designed to allow teachers to begin teaching immediately on a temporary license while pursuing 
additional training to meet their state’s standards (Kersaint, Lewis, Potter, & Meisels, 2007). Ruhland 
and Bremer (2003) found that alternative routes to certification include a wide variety of experiences 
including (a) testing of occupational competency, (b) professional experience, or (c) the successful 
completion of a baccalaureate degree in a specified content area.   
 

While the development of alternative certification programs has helped to ensure that there are 
teachers in the classrooms, it is unclear if hiring these individuals is a viable solution to the problem of 
teacher shortages and teacher retention. Alternatively-certified teachers experience unique challenges 
when they enter the classroom and these challenges have often led to a much lower retention rate than 
their traditionally certified counterparts (Robinson & Edwards, 2012).  Alternatively-certified teachers 
may begin teaching with less experience and may require higher levels of support in order to be 
successful (Ruhland & Bremer, 2003).  In contrast, traditionally certified teachers are often considered 
to be well rounded in almost every dimension of teaching, including (a) curriculum and instruction 
development, (b) classroom management, (c) awareness of learning styles, and (d) overall knowledge 
of students (Darling-Hammond, Chung, & Frelow, 2002). 
 

There are, however, several benefits of alternative certification. First, these alternative 
programs often provide a path to teaching for individuals who may have a high level of content 
knowledge but are unable to enter the classroom through traditional college programs (Kearns, 1990). 
These individuals may be older and more committed to teaching as a second career choice after a career 
in industry or have experiences that traditional teachers may not (Darling-Hammond & Hudson, 1990). 
Teachers coming from a non-traditional background may also be more diverse than those who come 
from a traditional teacher preparation background. This can be especially important for urban programs 
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that have a more diverse student population (Kane, Rockoff, & Staiger, 2007). In terms of effectiveness, 
several studies have indicated there may not be a significant difference between alternatively certified 
teachers and their traditional counterparts (Rockoff, 2004; Kane, et al., 2007) or in some cases, that 
teachers who come from alternative programs may be even more effective than traditional teachers 
(Decker, Mayer, & Glazerman, 2004).  
 

In agricultural education, Rocca and Washburn (2006) identified a primary distinction between 
traditional and alternatively certified teachers as the number of years of experience alternatively 
licensed teachers may have upon entering the teaching field in a specific sector of the agriculture 
industry.  However, experience is not the only difference between certification types. Graham and 
Garton (2003) suggested that certification type actually had little impact on teaching performance. 
However, other studies have described traditionally certified teachers as being more successful overall 
and having higher ratings than those teachers who entered the profession through an alternative 
certification route (Darling-Hammond et al., 2002). Knobloch and Whittington (2002) reported that 
new agricultural education teachers who completed traditional teacher preparation programs, which 
included a student teaching experience, were more confident than alternatively certified teachers that 
had never completed a traditional teacher preparation program. Alternatively-certified teachers in 
agricultural education have also been identified as being less effective in fostering student achievement 
(Robinson & Edwards, 2012) and less efficacious in technical knowledge (Duncan & Ricketts, 2008). 
Other studies have indicated that one of the greatest differences between traditionally and alternatively 
certified teachers is the lack of pedagogical skills provided to alternatively licensed teachers during 
training (Wayman, Foster, Mantle-Bromley, & Wilson, 2003). 
 

However, training prior to teaching is not the only resource for teachers. Teaching professionals 
have varying backgrounds and experiences which drives the need for continuous professional 
development.  In agricultural education, ongoing professional development seminars over diverse 
technical agriculture and pedagogical topics are needed for teachers to stay relevant. Research 
comparing the professional development needs of traditionally and alternatively certified agriculture 
teachers has indicated alternatively certified teachers have in-service needs that differ from their 
traditionally certified counterparts (Roberts & Dyer, 2004; Swafford & Friedel, 2010).  Alternatively-
licensed agriculture teachers often experience greater needs in areas related to (a) instruction, (b) 
curriculum, (c) program planning, and (d) technical agriculture (Roberts & Dyer, 2004; Swafford & 
Friedel, 2010). Several studies have also reported that agriculture teachers desire training in FFA 
proficiencies and degree applications (Duncan, Ricketts, Peake, & Uesseler, 2006; Garton & Chung, 
1996; Joerger, 2002; Layfield & Dobbins, 2002; Peiter, Terry, & Cartmell, 2003). The third component 
of the total program model, Supervised Agricultural Experiences (SAEs), are often considered difficult 
for teachers to put into practice, even those from traditional teacher preparation programs, (Barrick & 
Estepp, 2011). This may be even more of a challenge for alternatively certified teachers. 
 

This study was designed to understand the needs of both alternatively certified and traditionally 
certified teachers better and determine what differences may exist in order to provide support that 
retains teachers of all backgrounds into the profession. Therefore, the conceptual framework of this 
study is based on the economic principle of supply and demand within labor markets (Ehrenberg & 
Smith, 1997). This framework has been employed in educational research to better describe the factors 
that contribute to the demand of available teaching positions being unable to be filled with the current 
supply of teachers (Boardman, Darling-Hammond, & Mullin, 1982; Guarino et al., 2006; Haggstrom, 
Darling-Hammond, & Grissmer, 1988). As described by Guarino et al. (2006), teacher shortages occur 
in the educational system when teaching is no longer the most attractive activity for teachers. This 
measure of attractiveness can be made up of a variety of factors but is primarily made up of (a) ease of 
entry, (b) compensation, and (c) personal satisfaction (Guarino et al., 2006).  
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In order to adequately balance supply and demand, teaching has to be seen as an attractive 
option. This can be addressed at multiple levels, but includes both entry into the profession (e.g., 
recruitment) and keeping individuals in the profession (e.g., retention). Professional development 
training is one method of addressing teacher needs in an effort to retain those teachers within their 
current educational field.  
 

Historically, agriculture teachers have had a continuing desire for professional development to 
ensure that their skills are current and up to date (Barrick, Ladewig, & Hedges, 1983). Teachers’ 
professional development needs are further complicated because they will change over time (Roberts 
& Dyers, 2004; Birkenholz & Harbstriet, 1987; Layfield & Dobbins, 2002; Washburn, King, Garton, 
& Harbstriet, 2001). In Louisiana, very little research has been conducted on the unique needs of 
alternatively certified teachers versus those of traditionally certified teachers. In an effort to focus on 
the supply of teachers in agricultural education in Louisiana, the principle question that arose from the 
review of literature was: how do the professional development needs of traditionally and alternatively 
certified teachers differ?  

 
Purpose and Objectives 

 
The purpose of the study was to identify the professional development needs of agriculture teachers 

in Louisiana based on certification type. This research supports the American Association for 
Agricultural Education’s National Research Agenda Research Priority 3: Sufficient Scientific and 
Professional Workforce that addresses the challenges of the 21st Century (Stripling & Ricketts, 2016). 
Specifically, this research helps to address Research Priority Question Two, “What methods, models, 
and practices are effective in recruiting agricultural leadership, education, and communication 
practitioners (teachers, extension agents, etc.) and supporting their success at all stages of their 
careers?” (p. 31). The following objectives guided this study: 
  

1. Identify the instruction and curriculum professional development needs of Louisiana 
agriculture teachers by type of certification 

2. Identify the technical agriculture professional development needs of Louisiana agriculture 
teachers by type of certification 

3. Identify the FFA (e.g., CDE, LDE, and Program Management) and SAE professional 
development needs of Louisiana agriculture teachers by type of certification 

4. Describe differences in the instruction and curriculum professional development needs of 
Louisiana agriculture teachers by type of certification 

5. Describe differences in technical agriculture professional development needs of Louisiana 
agriculture teachers by type of certification 

6. Describe differences in FFA (e.g., CDE, LDE, and Program Management) and SAE 
professional development needs by type of certification 

 
Methodology 

 
Population and Sample 
 

The target population of this study was all Louisiana agriculture teachers employed during the 
2017–2018 academic year (N = 261). Data were collected at each of the three Louisiana FFA Leadership 
Camp sessions during the Louisiana Agriculture Teacher’s Association meeting held on the first day of 
camp. Per Louisiana Department of Education policy, all agriculture teachers in Louisiana are required 
to attend the camp with FFA members. In all, 190 agriculture teachers registered for camp and 164 
completed the instrument, representing an 86.0% response rate of camp attendees and 62.8% of the 
total agriculture teacher population. No attempt was made to collect responses from those who did not 
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attend camp because an accurate and current directory was not available at that time to contact non-
attendees. As such, results from this study should not be generalized past those who responded. 
 

In all, years of teaching agriculture ranged from one to 38 years, with 13.67 being the average 
number of years taught (see Table 1). The average teaching experience for traditionally certified 
teachers was 15.50 (SD = 10.21) years. The mean number of years alternatively certified teachers had 
taught was 10.14 years (SD = 9.43). 

 
Table 1     

Louisiana Agriculture Teachers Years of Teaching Experience (n = 168) 
 
Years of Teaching Experience Minimum  Maximum  M  SD 

Traditionally Certified 1  38  15.50  10.21 
Alternatively Certified 1  26  10.14  6.55 
Overall 1  38  13.67  9.43 

 
Table 2 describes the personal and professional characteristics of Louisiana agriculture 

teachers. Overall, 64.3% of agriculture teachers were traditionally certified, and 33.3% were 
alternatively certified.  Regarding gender, there were 109 male teachers and 54 female teachers. Of the 
traditionally certified teachers, 70 (64.8%) were male and 37 (34.3%) were female.  There were 39 
(69.6%) alternatively certified male teachers and 17 (30.4%) alternatively certified female teachers. 
 

Table 2     

Personal and Professional Characteristics of Louisiana Agriculture Teachers (n = 168) 

Variable  f  % 

Certification type     
Traditional  108  64.3 
Alternative  56  33.3 
No Response  4  2.4 

Gender     
Male – Traditionally Certified  70  64.8 
Female – Traditionally Certified  37  34.3 
Male – Alternatively Certified  39  69.6 
Female – Alternatively Certified  17  30.4 

Note. Percentages may not equal 100 due to missing data. 
 

For the purposes of this study, traditional certification was defined as teacher licensure obtained 
along with a bachelor’s degree from an accredited post-secondary institution. As defined by the 
Louisiana Department of Education, alternative certification is licensure through any other means. 
Common paths to alternative certification in Louisiana are graduate programs offered at post-secondary 
institutions, post-baccalaureate certification only programs at post-secondary institutions, and private 
teacher certification entities.  No attempt to discern paths to alternative certification was made in this 
research. 
 
Instrumentation 
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A modified version of an instrument developed by Roberts and Dyer (2004) was utilized to 

collect data for this study. Items irrelevant to Louisiana were deleted and additional items were added 
to reflect current practices in agricultural education.  The instrument was comprised of sections that 
measured needs in the areas of (a) instruction/curriculum (12 items), (b) technical agriculture [i.e, 
agribusiness (four items), animal science (10 items), Environmental/Natural Resources (six items), 
plant/soil science (13 items), and agricultural mechanics (12 items)], (c) Career/Leadership 
Development Events (29 items), (d) SAE (five items), (e) program management (13 items), and (f) 
teacher demographics.  
 

Cronbach’s alpha was calculated post hoc to determine internal consistency of the 
instruction/curriculum (α = .91), technical agriculture (α = .97), CDE (α = .93), LDE (α = .88), Program 
Management (α = .94), and SAE (α = .90) sections. Face and content validity were determined by a 
panel of experts including two agricultural education faculty members, a doctoral student who had 
taught for 14 years in Louisiana, and three current agriculture teachers.  After expert review, two items 
were deleted, and several items were reworded to provide clarity. 

 
Findings 

 
Objective one sought to identify the instruction-related professional development needs of 

Louisiana agriculture teachers by type of certification (see Table 3). Overall, both groups of teachers 
perceived all items as being areas of some need for professional development. Developing Online 
Teaching Resources was the highest rated item for both the traditionally (M = 2.56; SD = 1.07) and 
alternatively certified (M = 2.38; SD = 1.21) teachers. Similarly, the Using Instructional Technologies 
was the next highest rated item for both the traditionally (M = 2.36; SD = 1.09) and alternatively 
certified (M = 2.29; SD = 1.13) teachers. Traditionally certified teachers felt the lowest need for 
Teaching in a Classroom (M = 1.59; SD = 1.02).  Similarly, the alternatively certified teachers felt the 
least need for professional development for Teaching in a Classroom (M = 1.65; SD = 1.08) and 
Integrating Science into the agriculture curriculum (M = 1.65; SD = 0.99). 
 
Table 3 
 
Perceived Instruction Related Professional Development Needs of Louisiana Agriculture 
Teachers by Type of Certification 
 

Instructional Item 
Certification Type 

Traditional  Alternative 
M SD  M SD 

Teaching in a Classroom 1.59 1.02  1.65 1.08 
Teaching an a Laboratory 2.16 1.18  1.93 1.18 
Using Instructional Technologies 2.36 1.09  2.29 1.13 
Integrating science into the agriculture curriculum 2.03 0.95  1.65 0.99 
Integrating math into the agriculture curriculum 2.14 1.05  1.87 1.00 
Managing instructional facilities 2.15 1.18  2.04 1.17 
Managing student behavior 1.93 1.25  1.84 1.09 
Motivating student learning 2.31 1.26  2.07 1.14 
Developing online teaching resources 2.56 1.07  2.38 1.21 
Teaching decision-making skills 1.95 1.11  1.89 1.03 
Teaching personal finance 2.05 1.10  1.91 1.21 
Table	3	
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Perceived Instruction Related Professional Development Needs of Louisiana Agriculture Teachers by 
Type of Certification Continued… 
	
Teaching problem solving skills 2.24 1.08  2.02 1.24 

Instruction Grand Mean 2.13 0.78  1.96 0.79 
Note. Real limits: No Need = 0–0.49; Little Need = 0.50–1.49; Some Need = 1.50–2.49; Much 
Need = 2.50–3.49; Highest Need = 3.50–4.00 
 

Objective two was to identify the perceived technical agriculture-related in-service needs of 
Louisiana agriculture teachers (see Table 4). Overall, both groups of teachers felt at least some need 
for professional development for each technical agriculture area. Traditionally certified teachers 
reported the greatest need for professional development in Environmental/National Resources (M = 
2.43; SD = 1.14) and Animal Science (M = 2.16; SD = 0.92). Alternately certified teachers reported the 
greatest need in Environmental/Natural Resources (M = 2.23; SD = 1.16) and Agribusiness (M = 2.04; 
SD = 1.01). Traditionally certified teachers perceived the least need for professional development in 
Agribusiness (M = 2.05; SD = 0.90) and the alternatively certified rated Agricultural Mechanics (M = 
1.91; SD = 0.96) as the area they least needed professional development. 

 
Table 4 
 
Perceived Technical Agriculture Related Professional Development Needs of Louisiana Agriculture 
Teachers by Type of Certification 
 
Instructional Item Certification Type 

Traditional  Alternative 
M SD  M SD 

Agribusiness 2.05 0.90  2.04 1.01 
Animal Science 2.16 0.92  2.01 0.90 
Environmental/Natural Resources 2.43 1.14  2.23 1.16 
Plant/Soil Science 2.07 0.94  1.99 0.97 
Agricultural Mechanics 2.09 0.91  1.91 0.96 

Technical Agriculture Grand Mean 2.19 0.80  2.02 0.89 
Note.  Real limits: No Need = 0–0.49; Little Need = 0.50–1.49; Some Need = 1.50–2.49; Much 
Need = 2.50–3.49; Highest Need = 3.50–4.00 
 

 Objective three sought to identify the FFA (e.g., CDE, LDE, and Program Management) and 
SAE professional development needs of Louisiana agriculture teachers by certification type (see Table 
5). Overall, both groups perceived at least some need for each category.  Traditionally certified teachers 
perceived the most need for professional development related to program management (M = 2.40; SD 
= 0.95) and the least amount of need in SAE (M = 1.99; SD = 0.86).  CDEs (M = 2.19; SD = 0.95) and 
LDEs (M = 2.19; SD = 0.99) were the highest rated items by alternatively certified teachers, while SAE 
(M = 1.81; SD = 0.90) was the lowest rated item by this group of teachers. 
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Table 5 
 
Perceived FFA and SAE Related Professional Development Needs of Louisiana Agriculture Teachers 
by Type of Certification 
 
 Item Certification Type 

Traditional  Alternative 
M SD  M SD 

Career Development Events 2.17 0.89  2.19 0.95 
Leadership Development Events 2.20 0.97  2.19 0.99 
Program Management 2.40 0.95  2.02 1.01 
Supervised Agricultural Experience 1.99 0.86  1.81 0.90 
Note.  Real limits: No Need = 0–0.49; Little Need = 0.50–1.49; Some Need = 1.50–2.49; Much Need 
= 2.50–3.49; Highest Need = 3.50–4.00 

 
Objective four sought to determine the differences in instruction related to professional 

development needs by certification type (see Table 6). Overall, there was no statistically significant 
difference between traditionally (M = 2.13) and alternatively (M = 1.96) certified teachers in relation 
to instruction related professional development needs, t (157) = 1.27, p = .21. 
 

Table 6 
 

      

Independent Samples t-test Differences in Instruction Related Professional Development 
Needs by Type of Certification  
 
Group   M SD df t p 
Traditional Certification 2.13 .78 157 1.27 .21 
Alternative Certification 1.96 .79    

 
Objective five sought to determine the differences in technical agriculture-related professional 

development needs by certification type (see Table 7). Overall, there was no statistically significant 
difference between alternatively (M = 2.02) and traditionally (M = 2.19) certified teachers when 
determining the differences between technical agriculture professional development, t (150) = 1.13, p 
= .26. 
 

Table 7 
 

      

Independent Samples t-test Differences in Technical Agriculture Related Professional 
Development Needs by Type of Certification  
 
Group   M SD df t p 
Traditional Certification 2.19 .80 150 1.13 .26 
Alternative Certification 2.02 .89    

 
The goal of objective six was to determine if differences existed in the FFA (e.g., CDE, LDE, 

and Program Management) and SAE professional development needs of Louisiana agriculture teachers 
by certification type (see Table 8). There were no statistically significant differences in the perceived 
professional development needs of traditionally and alternatively certified teachers in the areas of 
CDEs, LDEs, and SAE.  A statistically significant difference was detected in the area of Program 
Management, t (154) = 2.35, p = .02. 
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Table 8       

Independent Samples t-test Differences in FFA and SAE Related Professional Development 
Needs by Type of Certification  

 
Group   M SD df t p 
Career Development Events      

Traditional Certification 2.17 0.89 155 -0.12 0.91 
Alternative Certification 2.19 0.95    

Leadership Development Events      
Traditional Certification 2.20 0.97 157 0.07 0.94 
Alternative Certification 2.19 0.99    

Program Management      
Traditional Certification 2.40 0.96 154 2.35 0.02 
Alternative Certification 2.02 1.01    

SAE      
Traditional Certification 1.99 0.86 161 1.26 0.21 
Alternative Certification 1.81 0.89    

 
Conclusions, Discussion, and Recommendations 

 
The purpose of this study was to identify the professional development needs of agriculture 

teachers in Louisiana based on certification type. Teachers come from very diverse backgrounds and 
these differences can impact the needs of teachers regarding professional development. In an effort to 
help decrease teacher attrition, and increase the supply of teachers in the field, a better understanding 
of the needs of both traditionally and alternatively certified teachers is critically important. 
Demographically, a majority of agriculture teachers in Louisiana had taught for about 14 years and a 
majority of the teachers were traditionally certified and male. However, over one-third of teachers in 
Louisiana identified themselves as being alternatively certified. This number is similar to the 2011 
national teaching demographics, which identified 65% of teachers in the U.S come from a traditional 
undergraduate certification program (Feistritzer, 2011). Because this is a large proportion of teachers, 
they are an important segment to consider when developing materials, professional development 
opportunities, and resources. Because alternative certification programs differ greatly, teachers may 
have very different backgrounds in what components of the total program in which they have received 
training.  
 

Objective one sought to identify the instruction and curriculum needs of Louisiana agriculture 
teachers by type of certification. Overall, both traditionally and alternatively, certified teachers reported 
the highest need for professional development in Using Instructional Technologies and Developing 
Online Teaching Resources. Alternatively-certified teachers also reported Motivating Student Learning 
and Managing Instructional Facilities as having some need for professional development. Further, 
traditionally certified teachers reported Teaching Problem Solving Skills, Motivating Student Learning, 
and Teaching in a Laboratory as areas for some need for professional development. This is similar to 
previous research in agricultural education in which teachers identified needing professional 
development in curriculum development, teaching methods/techniques, learning styles, and motivating 
students to learn. These trends are common for both traditionally and alternatively certified teachers 
(Dobbins & Camp, 2000; Garton & Chung, 1996). However, Roberts and Dyers (2004) and Swafford 
and Friedel (2010) indicated that alternatively certified teachers had greater needs in 
instruction/curriculum, program planning, and technical agriculture than their traditionally certified 
counterparts. Both groups of teachers expressed a desire to learn more about managing facilities 
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effectively. Based on this research, there are several common areas in which both traditional and 
alternatively certified teachers could be provided with professional development.  
 

Objective two highlighted the perceived technical agriculture-related in-service needs of 
Louisiana agriculture teachers. Traditionally certified teachers reported some need in 
Environmental/Natural Resources and Animal Science. However, alternatively certified teachers 
reported some need in Agribusiness and Environmental/Natural Resources. Further exploration of 
objective three showed all of the technical agriculture categories were rated in need of some 
professional development by both traditional and alternatively certified teachers. This is contrary to 
previous research conducted by Rocca and Washburn (2006), which indicated that alternatively 
certified teachers might have more content expertise than traditionally certified teachers. It is somewhat 
surprising that teachers in this study expressed a need for training in all content areas, this may be a 
result however of little technical agriculture professional development being conducted in recent years 
for agriculture teachers at the state level in Louisiana. According to Barrick, et al. (1983), teachers in 
agriculture often express a desire for new content knowledge so that they can be up to date in content 
knowledge across various content areas.  
 

Objective three sought to identify the FFA (e.g., CDE, LDE, and Program Management) and 
SAE professional development needs of Louisiana agriculture teachers by certification type. 
Traditionally certified teachers reported the most need for professional development in program 
management. Alternatively-certified teachers reported CDE’s and LDE’s as their highest need for 
professional development. However, SAE was the lowest rated item by both groups of teachers. 
Overall, both traditionally and alternatively certified teachers reported some need for professional 
development in each category. However, previous research found that professional development in 
FFA proficiency awards and degree award application is often desired by all teachers, regardless of 
their entry into the profession (Duncan et al., 2006; Garton & Chung, 1996; Joerger, 2002; Layfield & 
Dobbins, 2002; Peiter et al., 2003). It is not surprising that alternatively certified teachers may express 
a greater desire for CDE and LDE training, as they have likely received less preparation in these areas. 
SAEs continue to be an area that many teachers indicate a need for training. Previous research has 
shown SAEs to be a part of the total agricultural program that is often least understood and the most 
difficult to develop by teachers (Barrick & Estepp, 2011).  
 

Independent samples t-tests were calculated for objectives four and five to determine if 
differences existed between the professional development needs related to instruction and those related 
to technical agriculture between alternatively certified teachers and traditionally certified teachers. No 
statistically significant differences existed between either group of teachers in these areas. This is 
contrary to previous studies which indicate that alternatively certified teachers have significantly 
different content needs when compared to traditionally certified teachers (Roberts & Dyer, 2004; 
Swafford & Friedel, 2010). However, these results do more closely mirror other areas of educational 
research, which have found that alternatively certified teachers are similar in both needs and abilities 
as traditionally prepared teachers (Rockoff, 2004; Kane, Rockoff, & Staiger, 2007).  
 

Finally, independent samples t-tests were employed to describe the differences in FFA and 
SAE professional development needs by certification type. Overall, there were no statistically 
significant differences in the perceived professional development needs of traditionally and 
alternatively certified teachers in CDE’s, LDE’s, and SAE. However, there was a statistically 
significant difference in Program Management, specifically, the traditionally certified teachers felt 
greater need for professional development than the alternatively certified teachers. It has been 
understood that alternative licensure programs vary greatly. Some teachers in Louisiana may have had 
an FFA background themselves and therefore been more prepared to provide a total program. There is 
also the possibility that several of these alternatively certified teachers may have been mentored as part 
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of their licensing process by more experienced agriculture teachers that were able to help assist them 
in FFA and SAE program components. It could also be that more of the alternatively certified teachers 
who were not previously given more information about FFA and SAE were not aware that attending 
camp was a requirement and therefore were excluded from this population.  
 

Across various studies on alternative licensure versus traditional licensure, the specific route 
of licensure is not always known. Alternative certification programs vary greatly in the amount of 
preservice preparation provided (Feistritzer & Haar 2008; Darling-Hammond, 2000). This makes it 
particularly difficult to determine which teachers may have a thorough understanding of the total 
agricultural program. Therefore, it is recommended for future research that full census of agriculture 
teachers in Louisiana be taken and determine which programs alternatively licensed teachers are 
becoming certified through and what pre-service experiences these programs provide. It is also 
recommended that research be conducted regularly to identify trends in teacher needs over time.  
 

As this research relates to recommendations for practice, few significant differences were 
identified between teachers who were traditionally certified versus those who were alternatively 
certified. This may indicate that structured professional development for alternatively certified teachers 
does not need to be a priority area. Instead, other areas may be more critical to teacher success across 
the state. After future research, there may be trends related to other areas such as support for early 
career teachers depending on their level of experience, or professional development related to teacher 
backgrounds and experience with FFA and SAE programs. 

 
Limitations 

 
The results of this study are useful for Louisiana agricultural education state staff for planning 

professional development opportunities for teachers, however, several limitations do exist that must be 
addressed. First, the utilization of a convenience sample limits the generalizability of the research past 
the study participants. Further, the inability to contact teachers who did not attend the leadership camp 
further limits external validity. At the time of the study, a new state agricultural executive director had 
been hired and the development of a new directory was prioritized, along with ensuring that all teachers 
were in attendance to the mandatory FFA Leadership Camp. Because both of these pieces were lacking, 
follow-up with teachers was not as complete as the researchers had hoped and should be considered a 
limitation of this study.  
 

Further, this research employed a Likert-type scale that asked teachers self-report their 
perceived professional development needs.  There is evidence that self-reported needs may not fully 
capture the real needs of teacher populations. Further, it is not known if all alternatively certified 
agriculture teachers fully understand the requirements and demands of implementing a total agricultural 
education program, therefore, these teachers may have  limited view of what they may actually need 
versus what they perceive as needed. 
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