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Agricultural Education Teachers’ Use of Instructional Plans and Planning 

 

This study examined the instructional planning practices of early career agriculture 

teachers participating in the 2011 National Association for Agricultural Education Teachers 

Turn the Key program. Data were collected using a survey instrument to examine teachers’ 

planning practices, planning requirements, use of lesson plan models, and use of professional 

curriculum materials. The study found a large variation in teachers’ planning practices, use of 

lesson plan models and professional curriculum resources, and time dedicated to instructional 

planning. Additionally, teachers in this study reported a much lower amount of time planning for 

instruction than previously reported in other studies. Overall, researchers suggest the inclusion 

of a variety instructional planning formats in teacher preparation coursework. It is suggested 

further research be conducted on a larger scale to explore instructional planning trends and 

processes that teachers use when planning lessons.   

 

Introduction/Conceptual Framework 

 

  Instructional planning is often argued to be one of the most important professional 

activities for teachers (Young, Reiser, & Dick, 1998). With an increased emphasis on highly 

qualified and effective teachers, states are grappling with best approach to measure and maintain 

quality teaching (Little, Goe, & Bell, 2009). In North Carolina for example, an evaluation system 

has been implemented requiring teachers to provide documentation as evidence they are meeting 

specific standards. As a part of this system, lesson plans serve as artifacts indicating teachers are 

knowledgeable about their content and are able to facilitate student learning (Public Schools of 

North Carolina, 2009). Historically, instructional planning has been a cornerstone in teacher 

preparation coursework. However, the expansion of standardized teacher evaluation systems, 

such as the one found in North Carolina has led to renewed interest about the current 

instructional planning practices of teachers. 

 

  Clark and Dunn (1991) described the knowledge of teacher planning as a contributor to 

the greater understanding of teaching in general.  According to the National Comprehensive 

Center for Teacher Quality (Little et al., 2009), lesson plans are one of the primary artifacts often 

used to allow teachers to convey quality of the instruction within their classroom. During the 

development of an instructional plan, teachers make a variety of decisions (Clark & Peterson, 

1986). In addition to determining objectives and content, teachers are charged with evaluating 

and selecting from a plethora of lesson plan formats and templates. Greiman and Bedtke (2008) 

reported a wide variety of instructional planning models taught to preservice teachers in 31 

agricultural education departments, including 11 different lesson plan formats.  

 

While instructional planning is often a core component of teacher preparation programs, 

there is research suggesting many teachers fail to plan or if they do plan, they rarely use 

systematic planning models (Clark & Dunn, 1991; Driscoll, Klein, & Sherman, 1994; Kennedy, 

1994). A qualitative study conducted by Reiser (1994) found preservice teachers were excited 

about implementing planning strategies learned in their teacher training programs, however they 

failed to employ recommended practices when they began student teaching. Similar studies have 

found most teachers do not use elaborate lesson plans but instead use short or brief plans 
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containing relatively little detail (Briggs, 1977; Kagan & Tippins, 1992; Merrill, 1971; Reiser, 

1994; Reiser & Mory, 1991).  

 

           There has been limited research examining the phenomenon of instructional planning 

specific to agricultural education. In 2005, Ball and Knobloch analyzed the course readings, 

assignments, and teaching methods included in undergraduate teaching methods courses offered 

by agricultural education departments around the country. From the 40 syllabi analyzed in the 

study, it was concluded that 90% (n = 36) of the teaching methods courses required the 

submission of lesson plans. Additionally, a qualitative study of beginning agriculture teachers 

discussed three primary themes guiding the planning process (Ball, Knobloch, & Hoop, 2007). 

The first theme described the mental processes used by the participants in which they tacitly 

identified the purpose of the lesson instead of creating a written plan. The second and third 

themes discussed the participants’ approach to prioritizing key content and utilization of a daily 

or hourly approach to planning. The themes identified through this model also found formalized 

lesson plans were rarely used and were sometimes even deemed a “waste of time” (Ball et al., 

2007, p. 68). 

 

           Clark and Peterson (1986) developed a model illustrating the reciprocal relationship 

between teachers’ thought processes and observable teaching behaviors. According to this 

model, the planning process includes pre-instruction and post-instruction, teachers’ interactive 

thinking while teaching, and teachers’ beliefs.  The observable teaching behaviors encompass the 

actions of both teachers and students in the classroom as well as student achievement. In a later 

examination of research related to instructional planning, Clark and Dunn (1991) described a 

conceptual framework composed of two distinct approaches. One approach is informed by 

educational theories and psychology. The second approach focuses on the essence of teacher 

planning and “the things that teachers do when they say they are planning” (Clark & Dunn, 1991, 

p. 185).   

 

  Current practice in educational planning utilizes two main planning models: linear and 

cyclical.  Linear planning models are characterized by a planning process progressing directly 

from desired outcomes.  In this model, objectives are first identified and then lesson components 

are created to support the stated goals.   One of the most popular linear models for lesson 

planning and curriculum development is the rational or objective first model developed by Ralph 

Tyler (1949). The Tyler model consists of four main steps: identifying educational objectives, 

identifying learning experiences, organizing those experiences in a logical and effective 

sequence, and evaluating the educational attainment of the objectives.  This model has often been 

used as the basis for later models including the Madeline Hunter model of lesson planning. The 

Hunter (1984) model is based upon seven linear planning steps including establishing focus 

through the use of an anticipatory set, articulating objectives and purpose, providing instructional 

input, modeling, monitoring and adjusting instruction, facilitating guided practice, and providing 

independent practice.  

 

Yinger (1980) described a more cyclical model of instructional planning that incorporates 

three stages of instructional planning. The first stage identifies a problem for continued 

examination. The second stage allows for the generation of potential solutions followed by a 

third stage of implementation and evaluation.  Additionally, other research suggests teachers 
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often focus on learning activities provided by the students and then move to the objectives 

developed through the lesson and activities (Eisner, 1967; MacDonald, 1965).  

 

  This study is an attempt to better understand how teachers plan for instruction. This 

increased knowledge of current instructional planning practices as well as the planning 

expectations of school systems will inform teacher preparation programs as they train preservice 

teachers to be successful in developing suitable and useful instructional plans. This study is also 

tied to the Priority Area Four of the National Research Agenda by providing meaningful, 

engaged learners in all environments by identifying the planning styles of current teachers. 

 

Purpose/Objectives 

 

  The purpose of this study was to examine the planning practices used by early career 

teachers in agricultural education. Specifically, this study looked at the planning practices of the 

2011 National Association of Agricultural Educators (NAAE) Teachers Turn the Key (TTTK) 

Participants. This study addressed the following objectives: 

 

1. To determine the personal characteristics and course preparations of 2011 Teachers Turn the 

Key participants.  

 

2. To identify the planning practices of 2011 Teachers Turn the Key participants.  

 

3. To identify specific planning requirements and lesson plan models being used by used by 2011 

Teachers Turn the Key participants. 

 

4. To identify the use of professional curriculum materials by 2011 Teachers Turn the Key 

participants when planning for instruction. 

 

Methods/Procedures 

 

  This descriptive census study used a survey instrument to gather data from a target 

population consisting of the 2011 NAAE TTTK participants. The NAAE TTTK program 

recognizes outstanding second, third, and fourth year agriculture teachers. In order to qualify for 

this program, early career teachers must be NAAE members and be selected to participate by 

their state association (National Association of Agricultural Educators, 2011). The 2011 program 

was made up of 32 agricultural education teachers, representing 28 different state associations. 

 

  The survey instrument used in this study was adapted from earlier instruments and prior 

research conducted by Brown (1988), Greiman and Bedtke (2008), Sánchez and Valcárcel 

(1999), Searcy and Maroney (1996), and Young et al. (1998). The survey consisted of two main 

parts. The first part of the instrument consisted of 15 questions related to instructional planning 

and the second part of the instrument was made up of seven demographic questions including 

grade level taught, years taught, certification, degrees completed, gender, and NAAE region. 

Face and content validity was assessed using a panel of experts composed of high school 

teachers and agricultural education university faculty. A pilot study was conducted with 15 early 

career teachers and student teachers from three different agricultural education programs. 



5 

 

Changes were made based on responses to the pilot study and participant feedback.  Revisions to 

the survey instrument consisted of modifying lesson plan models used and editing questions 

determined to be irrelevant for the current study. Data were collected from TTTK recipients by 

administering a paper survey instrument asking for identification of specific planning strategies. 

Of the 32 participants attending the NAAE conference, each participant completed the survey 

instrument for a 100% response rate. It should be noted this study focuses on a small group of 

agricultural education professionals and results are therefore limited to this population and are 

not necessarily generalizable to agricultural education teachers as a whole.  

 

Results/Findings 

 

Personal Characteristics and Course Preparations of Participants 

  Of the 32 respondents, 34.4% were male and 65.6% were female. Nine respondents 

(28.1%) had completed their bachelor’s degree, eight respondents (25.0%) were taking classes 

for a master’s degree, and 11 (34.4%) had completed their master’s degree. Four respondents 

indicated they were pursuing a different type of degree with three taking classes for specialist 

and master’s plus degrees and one participant taking classes to complete their bachelor’s degree. 

Thirty participants were traditionally certified with one alternatively certified participant and one 

participant transitionally certified and working toward traditional certification. Participants were 

representative of all six NAAE regions. There were four participants (12.5%) each from Region 

One and Region Two, six participants (18.8%) from Region Three, five participants (15.6%) 

each from Regions Four and Five, and eight participants (25.0%) from Region Six.  Close to 

one-third (37.5%) of the participants had taught for four years with the average being 4.03 years. 

Two participants had taught for two years and one participant indicated they had taught for six 

years. Nineteen (59.4%) of the TTTK participants indicated they taught high school classes, two 

indicated they only taught middle school classes and five (31.3%) indicated they taught both 

middle school and high school classes as part of their program. One participant taught in a 

specialized junior high school program for 8th and 9th graders. Participants taught a wide variety 

of courses with an average of five different classes to prepare for each academic school year. 

 

Planning Practices of the 2011 Teachers Turn the Key Participants 

  In regards to instructional planning, Table 1 displays the many different types of 

instructional plans participants used on a regular basis. The majority of participants (62.5%) 

wrote weekly lesson plans. Sixteen respondents (50.0%) indicated they completed unit plans. 

Twelve respondents (37.5%) specified they used daily lesson plans and whole course plans or 

outlines. One respondent listed a “semester at a glance” plan as an additional type of 

instructional planning practice.  
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Table 1  

Types of Lesson Plans Completed by Study Participants (N = 32)  

  

 ƒ % 

Weekly Lesson Plans 20 62.5 

Unit Plans 16 50.0 

Daily Lesson Plans 12 37.5 

Whole Course 12 37.5 

Other Responses 1 3.1 

   

 When asked how many hours participants spent each week planning for instruction, 50% of 

respondents (N = 16) indicated they spent one to five hours planning coursework. Eleven 

respondents (34.4%) spent six to ten hours planning instruction each week while three 

respondents (9.4%) spent 11 - 15 hours planning and only two respondents indicated they spent 

16 - 20 hours planning.  

 

 To better understand how participants were creating lesson plans, respondents were asked 

to identify which order they planned lesson components. Table 2 lists the components the 

participants reported planning first. In general, the first area usually planned by TTTK teachers 

was the objectives, followed by content, strategies, activities, and then assessment.  

 

Table 2 

Lesson Plan Components Indicated As Being Planned First By Respondents (N = 32) 

 ƒ % 

Objectives 15 46.9 

Content 14 43.8 

Strategies 2 6.3 

Assessment 1 3.1 

Activities 0 0.0 

 

Planning Requirements and Use of Lesson Plan Models in Instructional Planning  

  Participants were asked if their school systems required them to use a specific lesson plan 

model or if they could select their own planning model. Additionally, participants indicated the 

model used for lesson planning. Table 3 lists the various models either required by school 

districts or selected by individual participants.  
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Table 3 

Use of School Required and Personal Instructional Planning Models (N = 32) 

 School 

Required 

Lesson Plan 

Template 

% Personal 

Lesson 

Plan 

Template 

% 

I am unsure on which model my lesson 

plans are based 

9 78.6 13 59.0 

Learning Focused Schools 2 14.3 1 4.5 

Other 1 7.1 5 23.0 

Classroom Instruction that Works 

(Marzano) 

0 0.0 1 4.5 

Tyler Objectives-First Model 0 0.0 1 4.5 

Understanding by Design (Backwards 

Design) 

0 0.0 1 4.5 

Gagne's Events of Instruction 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Madeline Hunter Direct Instruction 

Model 

0 0.0 0 0.0 

Yinger’s Process Model 0 0.0 0 0.0 

5 E's 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Other Responses -unit/objective/ 

purpose/standard 

-self created 

-go with what works 

-outline of units linked 

to framework 

-fill out lesson plan 

book with pages used 

and assignment 

-Understanding by      

Design and Classroom 

Instruction that Works 

(Marzano) 

*two respondents indicated that they used both a personal and a school required lesson plan  

 

Nineteen of the respondents (59.3%) reported their school or district did not have a 

required lesson plan format teachers were required to use while only seven (21.9%) were 
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required to use a specific lesson plan by their school system. The remaining six respondents 

(18.8%) had lesson plans formats that were recommended but not required. 

 

  Of the participants using a lesson plan format required by their school system, 78.6% 

were unsure of the educational model their lesson plans were actually based on while 14.3% (ƒ = 

2) indicated their school system required the Learning Focused Schools template. Thirteen 

respondents were unsure which lesson plan model their personal lesson plans were based on. The 

Tyler Objective-First Model, Understanding by Design (Backwards Design), Classroom 

Instruction that Works, and Learning Focused Schools were each used personally by one 

respondent. Five respondents were unsure which model their personal lesson plans were based 

on, though most described a self-created model or a mixture of models.  

 

  Table 4 displays the instructional components participants included in their lesson plans. 

There were no components included by all of the respondents, instead a wide variety of areas 

were indicated as being part of their instructional plans.  

 

Table 4 

Instructional Components Included in TTTK Participants’ Lesson Plans (N = 32) 

 ƒ % 

Title of course, unit and/or lesson 28 87.5 

Instructional objectives 26 81.3 

Teaching materials/resources/supplies 25 78.1 

Content material/Subject matter 22 68.8 

Evaluation 20 62.5 

Interest Approach/Anticipatory Set 17 53.1 

Summary/Closure 14 43.8 

Standards: National, State, Local, Academic 14 43.8 

Key Terms/Academic Language 14 43.8 

Application 12 37.5 

Estimated time required 12 37.5 

Checks for Understanding 10 31.3 

Instructional Strategy/Teaching Methods 8 25.0 

References 7 21.9 
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Purpose or Broad Goal 7 21.9 

Teacher Reflection 3 9.4 

Modifications for Special Needs Students 3 9.4 

Situation 2 6.3 

Modifications for English Language Learners 1 3.1 

Other Responses 0 0.0 

   

  Table 5 displays the frequency of which participants were required to submit lesson plans 

to school administration. Seventeen respondents (53.1%) indicated they were required to submit 

lesson plans. Of those required to submit plans, 47.0% were required to submit plans on a 

weekly basis.  

 

Table 5 

Frequency of Lesson Plan Submission to Administration (N = 32) 

 ƒ % 

Weekly 8 47.0 

Other 5 29.4 

Each Semester 2 11.8 

Monthly 1 5.9 

Quarterly 1 5.9 

Other Responses:   

     -Weekly/trimester semester/year 

     -When I remember to 

     -Teachers preference 

     -Each semester or by unit 

      -Three times per year for formal observations 

 

Use of Professional Curriculum Materials When Planning 

  Table 6 shows how often respondents used professional materials when preparing 

instructional plans. A majority of participants indicated using NAAE Communities of Practice (ƒ 

= 20, 62.5%). Other web-based resources often used included the Georgia Agricultural 

Education site (ƒ = 17, 53.1%) and Glen Rose FFA (ƒ = 13, 40.6%). Respondents also reported 

using state curriculum (ƒ = 16, 50.0%), Agriculture in the Classroom (ƒ = 13, 40.6%), Center for 

Agricultural and Environmental Research Training (CAERT) (ƒ = 11, 34.4%), Curriculum for 
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Agricultural Science Education (CASE) (ƒ = 5, 15.6%), LifeKnowledge (ƒ = 5, 15.6%), and 

textbooks (ƒ = 11, 34.4%) as part of their planning practices. 

 

Table 6 

Use of Professional Curriculum Materials When Planning (N = 32)  

 ƒ % 

NAAE Communities of Practice 20 62.5 

Georgia Agricultural Education Site 17 53.1 

State-developed curriculum 16 50.0 

Agriculture in the Classroom 13 40.6 

Glen Rose FFA Site 13 40.6 

Center for Agricultural and Environmental Research Training (CAERT) 11 34.4 

Textbook specific 11 34.4 

Other 9 28.1 

Curriculum for Agricultural Science Education (CASE) 5 15.6 

LifeKnowledge Curriculum 5 15.6 

   

When asked how often teachers used these materials when preparing for instruction, 22 

of the participants (68.8%) used them frequently, seven respondents (21.9%) used them very 

frequently and three respondents (9.4%) used them sometimes, none of the respondents indicated 

using professional materials rarely or not at all. 

 

Conclusions/Recommendations/Implications 

 

  On average, the TTTK participants were primarily female and had a Master’s degree. All 

but two of the participants were traditionally certified. While participants represented all of the 

NAAE regions, there were slightly more participants from Region Six. Participants were 

primarily high school teachers. The 2011 TTTK participants had been teaching for an average of 

4.03 years. Since this program primarily focuses on teachers who are in their second, third, and 

fourth year teaching, these demographics are consistent with the stated purpose and goals. 

 Surprisingly, these participants reported an average of five class preps in an academic year. 

While there has been little research in agricultural education on what constitutes an average 

teaching load, the number of classes taught by each respondent varied greatly from one prep to 

nine preps. This may contribute to the wide variation in the amount of planning time per 

participant. Patterson (2005) stated the ideal teaching load for new teachers is approximately two 

preps. Yet, it is thought the average number of classes a new teacher might be asked to teach is 
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significantly higher than this recommendation (Patterson, 2005).  

 

 There were a wide variety of instructional plans the participants reported using on a 

regular basis. The most common types of lesson plans completed by teachers were weekly lesson 

plans, while 50% of the respondents indicated they used unit plans as part of their planning 

practices. Only 12 participants indicated using daily lesson plans. This finding is similar to a 

study conducted by Yinger (1980), indicating traditional universities may overestimate the value 

of daily lesson plans when instead, weekly lesson plans allow teachers to develop activities that 

are part of weekly or yearly activities. The use of weekly lesson plans allows planning to be 

more cyclic and based on classroom routine (Doyle & Holm, 1998).   

 

  Contrary to previous studies, 50% of teachers indicated they only spent one to five hours 

per week planning for instruction. In a study by Murray, Flowers, Croom, and Wilson (2011), 

agriculture teachers reported spending an average of nine hours a week on classroom 

preparation. It is unclear what may contribute to this decrease in time dedicated to planning. Half 

of the teachers within this current study indicated they spent a relatively small percentage of their 

time planning despite the wide variety of classes being taught. This should be explored further to 

determine how teachers utilize the time they dedicate to instructional planning.  

 

  Participants were also asked to identify how they plan their lessons. In most teacher 

education programs, it is common to require students to begin their lesson planning with the 

specification of instructional objectives (Kagan & Tippins, 1992), however there was not 

consensus among this group of respondents as to the area they plan first. Only 46.9% of the 

respondents indicated planning their objectives first indicating that many teachers within this 

study followed the more non-liner instructional planning model. The planning model most 

reported by participants was to first plan objectives, followed by content, strategies, educational 

activities, and lastly the assessment. It was also commonly reported these respondents began 

their plan by considering content first, then moving onto other parts of the lesson. Doyle and 

Holm (1998) suggested the use of a non-traditional non-linear planning model allows teachers to 

better anticipate learners’ reactions and responses using a more flexible approach with just a 

general idea for a learning activity. Despite this, more historical research suggests traditional 

planning models are still the most common form of planning taught in preservice programs 

(Cochran-Smith, 1994). In a more recent study conducted by Greiman and Bedtke (2008), the 

two most common lesson plans required by 20 agricultural education teacher preparation 

programs were the Allen 4-step method and the Madeline Hunter Direct Instructional Model, 

which are both heavily focused on linear planning.  

 

  Over half of the participants had the ability to select their own lesson plan template. 

Seven participants were required to use a template by their school system, however only two 

were able to identify the specific template. Of the participants who had autonomy in lesson 

planning, most were unable to identify a specific lesson plan model used or reported using a self-

created model or mixture of models. Considerable variation existed in the components included 

in participants’ lesson plans. In at least half of the participants’ lesson plans, they included the 

title of the course, unit, and/or lesson, instructional objectives, teaching materials/ resources/ 

supplies, content material/subject matter, evaluation, and interest approach/anticipatory set. 

These findings are similar to the instructional plan components utilized in agricultural education 
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as reported by Greiman and Bedtke (2008). The components included least frequently consisted 

of modifications for English Language Learners, situation, modifications for special needs 

students, and teacher reflection. Approximately half of the participants were required to submit 

lesson plans to administration. The frequency of submission varied from weekly to “when I 

remember to” with weekly being the most common.  

 

 Participants reported using a variety of professional curriculum materials to support their 

development of lesson plans. The most commonly used resource was the NAAE Communities of 

Practice, followed by the Georgia Agricultural Education site and Glen Rose FFA site. The least 

commonly utilized curriculum materials included the Curriculum for Agricultural Science 

Education (CASE) and LifeKnowledge. Teacher education programs and teacher in-service 

programs should continue to provide teachers with opportunities to explore new professional 

materials and provide access to teaching resources that can enhance instructional practices.  

 

  This study showed a large variance in planning practices of the participants. There was 

very little consensus on types of models used, planning practices, and even time dedicated to 

planning. With such a wide variety of models and methods used by teachers and required by 

school districts, teacher educators should consider evaluating their approach to instructional 

planning included in their teacher preparation courses.  Given the results of this research, it 

seems appropriate to present several different instructional planning templates instead of 

focusing on one specific template. This will allow preservice teachers to utilize a template they 

find most appropriate or may be required by their school system. For new teachers in particular, 

presenting multiple lesson plan templates and allowing them to experience both linear and 

cyclical lesson planning may allow teachers to develop lesson planning strategies that better 

support their teaching style. Providing additional planning resources may in turn, help to prevent 

student teachers from abandoning planning as indicated by Reiser (1994).  

 

This study specifically examined instructional planning limited to a written instructional 

plan. The literature also notes the importance of teachers’ knowledge and the transfer of prior 

instructional planning into observable teaching behaviors. Additionally, research should inquire 

as to how teachers mentally plan for classroom instruction. Interviews could be conducted with 

teachers allowing them to explain the instructional considerations they make that may not be 

evident on a written instructional plan. Also, observations of classroom instruction could 

examine how instructional plans transfer to teaching practices.  

 

  As previously mentioned, this study focuses on a small subgroup of agricultural 

education teachers. Participants in the Teachers Turn the Key program are a small group of 

novice teachers and the generalizability of these findings is limited to this group. However, with 

the current lack of research related to instructional planning, these findings may provide insight 

as to current trends within the field and education in general. This study also provides an 

important foundation for future inquiry. Similar studies should be conducted on a regular basis to 

allow teacher educators to keep current with instructional planning formats required by school 

districts or commonly utilized by individual teachers. With the focus of the current study on 

early career teachers, there are additional opportunities for research on the planning practices of 

mid-career and veteran agriculture teachers.  
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