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Abstract

This study is a qualitative study that used structured interviews to explore the elements of
competence required by agricultural instructors in Malaysian agricultural vocational colleges.
A literature review was conducted to identify current issues related to teaching staff. In
addition, an analysis of relevant documents was carried out to ensure that the issues to be
discussed are appropriate to the study conducted besides establishing an appropriate
interview protocol. Interviews were conducted in groups; better known as focus group
discussions. These interviews successfully explored the views, experiences and FGDs of
encouraging group dynamics to generate data. This study is related to the competency
required by agricultural educators. The findings of this interview have successfully explored
the elements of competence required by agricultural educators. Competency elements of
skills and knowledge consist of essential agricultural areas such as fertilisation activities,
agricultural technology, automation, fertigation, seed technology, planting sites, produce
marketing, soil science, pathology, vegetable and fruit cultivation, yield harvesting, pesticide
management and irrigation systems. Behavioural competence comprises the elements of
values, social roles, self-image, motives and traits. In addition, this study explores the
constraints faced by teachers in achieving competencies. The findings of the study have
successfully explored the elements of teaching staff competencies and constraints faced. It is
hoped the results of this study can be used to produce an instrument to study the competence
of agriculture educators.

Keywords: Competence, Agricultural Educators, Vocational Colleges

Introduction

The Malaysian Education Development Plan (PPPM, 2013-2025), in its fourth shift, focuses on
narrowing the competency gap among TVET instructors. This plan is intended to enhance the
advancement of instructors based on competence and performance besides strengthening
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career paths. Therefore, in general, the MOE Human Resource Training Policy (2019) has
outlined a circular for civil servants of the Ministry of Education Malaysia (MOE) and teaching
staff in Vocational Colleges. This policy has defined the competence of the teaching staff,
which refers to the knowledge, skills and personal characteristics necessary to perform a task
and responsibilities. The basic principle of competence is that an instructor performance in a
vocational college (KV) would increase should they have the necessary knowledge and skills
to perform specific tasks and responsibilities.

Competence is an essential element among agricultural educators as it is needed in the
technical and vocational education agenda. Competence consists of three main elements;
skills, knowledge and a set of behaviours. Skill competence is a character possessed by
agricultural instructors in performing hands-on activities through the knowledge
possessed. Knowledge competence is the knowledge possessed by agricultural instructors in
performing a job assignment, which can benefit others. At the same time, behavioural
competence is a latent character that involves acts performed consciously or subconsciously
by the instructors. In the context of this study, behavioural competence consists of values,
social roles, self-image, motives and traits. An educator in agriculture must have high skills in
implementing the teaching and learning process involving theories and practices. This opinion
is in line with the study of Nabil (2016) who stated that the skills of teachers in planning
practical teaching in the workshop would create a smooth learning process, which in turn has
an impact on the production of a generation of skilled workers in the country. These skills will
make the instructor a good and excellent person in empowering TVET.

Global economic change requires educators who are educated, flexible, skilled, have good
communication, and ready for educational careers (Vockey, 2010; Weeks et al., 2020). In line
with that, the mastery of skills, knowledge and behaviour among the teaching staff of
vocational streams in agriculture is a priority as it is needed in learning and teaching. Students'
understanding of the teaching objectives must be ensured to achieve the skills designed in
line with empowering TVET. This opinion is supported by Faeeza (2018) mentioning that
teachers need an element of competence in practical teaching because a good understanding
can convey practical knowledge and improve students' understanding. This opinion is also
parallel in the study of Duncan et al (2006). They stated that teaching in agricultural education
is an activity that involves the skills and expertise of conducting practicals in the field of
agriculture, pedagogical processes and related competencies aimed at the success of
agricultural education programs. Skilled and knowledgeable lecturers in agriculture are an
exceptional asset in any agricultural education program (Easterly and Myers, 2017; Mark and
Trent, 2019). This finding is also supported in the study of Blickenstaf et al (2015), who
stressed that lecturers need to have elements of competence such as critical thinking and
problem-solving besides being able to communicate effectively to ensure that agricultural
graduates can meet the market needs.

Concepts and Definitions of Competencies

Competencies can be defined differently according to their purpose and approach. Lyle M.
Spencer (1993), in his book entitled "Competence at Work", has defined competence as a
deep and strong character in an individual, which will predict the individual's behaviour in all
situations and tasks given. For example, an individual with the self-worth of a leader will more
easily exhibit leadership characteristics when given a task that requires leadership qualities.
At the same time, an individual who has the self-worth of a manager would find it quite
challenging to hold a position that requires him to exhibit leadership characteristics. There
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are several elements of competence; motives, self-image, attitudes and values that can be
translated into an affective context. This statement is supported by Tengku Nurainun (2016)
who argued that a person who can face work pressure and work wisely in a group is a trait
that is theoretically able to emphasise producing a decision, resilience and tolerance. Boyatzis
(1982) argued that effective and superior work performance can be explained as the essential
characteristics of a competent individual. This is because the level of competence is one of
the essential assets in the assessment of a job level ability.

In the 1970s, competence was a goal to teacher education in the United States. Whereas in
the United Kingdom, this idea of competence was primarily used in vocational education and
is gaining attention in education ever since (Carr, 1993; Whitty and Willmot, 1991; Glaesser,
2018). Klime and Hartig (2007) and Glaesser (2018) stated that competency education is a
competency and performance-based approach. Messick (1984) defined competence as "what
a person knows and can do in a matter, but in this context, knowledge and skills can be
acquired either through instruction, experience or whatever." This definition implies that
competence is the ability to act, wherein a study in Germany considered competence as a skill
that needs to be focused on to acquire achievement through learning (Glaesser, 2018).
Therefore, based on the various definitions of competence discussed by the researchers, it is
clear that competence is an ability and skill that interact with each other in performing a task.
In the context of the study of agricultural instructors, competence can be defined as a
combination and interweaving of compatibility between knowledge, skills and value sets for
agricultural instructors in carrying out a task in producing excellent and superior performance.
In addition, the teaching staff also need expertise and competence to perform a task more
effectively and efficiently.

Skill Competency of Agricultural Instructors

Skills (psychomotor) are acquired through hands-on activities applied through knowledge and
subsequently trigger minds-on thinking (lbrahim, Surif and Mustapa, 2006; Tee et al., 2016).
In other definitions, skills can be described as the ability to perform a task that involves
behavioural activities. The psychomotor activity is used in a task to produce a work process.
Therefore in this study, an educator in the field of TVET must have hands-on skills. An
individual tends to have competence through education and experience gained in the
workplace (Yusof, 2003). This character explains that competence through experience is
specific in that it has the potential for the individual to improve his or her skills and
knowledge.

Like other educational institutions, agricultural colleges face similar challenges in delivering
practical training in skills and practice areas. The high ratio of students and faculty
dramatically influences student engagement with a given assignment (Hunkeler and Sharp,
2007). Deegan et al (2015) mentioned that the teaching of practical skills in agriculture
requires appropriate instructions to enable students to follow the process and repeat the
skills. The traditional method in PDP requires a high level of competence of the teaching staff
to demonstrate appropriate practical skills to students. If educators have to change the
method of teaching practical skills to a more skills method, it requires facilities (facilitation
skill acquisition) and learning approaches in training that involve more active and exploratory
student-centred methods (Swailes and Roodhouse, 2004; Cremers et al., 2005; Deegan et al.,
2015). Several competencies of skills and knowledge in agriculture have been discussed in
previous studies. The analysis conducted also considered the elements of competence that
have been discussed. The previous study also listed some of the skills required in agriculture
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involving agricultural economics, farm management, crop biology and morphology, crop
diseases, disease diagnosis, pest control, soil science, agricultural mechanisation, crop science
and agrisciences. Meanwhile, other aspects of skills discussed involved classroom
management, teaching management, leadership, organising skills, instructional skills, lifelong
learning, pedagogy, professional skills, workshop management skills, generic skills, financial
management, ICT, multimedia and technology in education.

Knowledge Competence of Agricultural Teaching Staff

Knowledge is information possessed by a person in a field to perform a job assignment. In
addition, it is also able to benefit others. Implementing a task will make an individual more
confident as he knows a particular discipline. Knowledge can be described as information
possessed by a person in a particular field. Knowledge measures the participant's ability to
choose the correct answer but is not biased to see if a person can do the job based on the
knowledge possessed. The ability of an educator to implement the teaching process becomes
a question if they do not have sufficient knowledge of a topic to be taught. This opinion is
supported in the study of Phillip (2008), who agreed that mastering the teaching content
alone is not enough since there are differences in teaching and learning methods. Therefore,
agriculture instructors need to know the importance of agriculture to make agricultural
learning more meaningful besides being skilful in delivering the content effectively and
efficiently. The knowledge of an educator in agriculture should include various aspects such
as knowledge in the content of the lesson, knowledge of pedagogy in education, knowledge
of superior personality and knowledge in implementing effective PDP. This opinion is
supported in the study of Syed Jaafar (2014) who stressed that an educator needs to know
the content, pedagogy and personality. Teaching staff in the field of agriculture should have
extensive knowledge in the field of agricultural education.

Behavioural Competence of Agricultural Instructors

Behaviour can be described as all human actions that can be observed, measured and
evaluated. According to Beaker (2001), behaviour is performed consciously or subconsciously
and directly or indirectly. He also stated that physical manifestations in any attitude based on
specific values can be explained as behaviour. According to Gary Martin and Joseph Pear
(2003), performance, reaction, action, action, reaction, and activity define behaviour.
Theoretically, anything an individual does or says can be linked to behaviour. This coincides
with the opinion by Rogers (1999) who proposed that an individual would behave according
to circumstances and self-perceptions. Morgan (2017) stated that agricultural educators need
to have effective communication relationships with various students. Following the findings,
a conclusion can be drawn that agricultural teachers need to have the ability to deal with
various college categories. This is because not all students who are in the field of agriculture
have prior knowledge of agriculture. Therefore, educators need to be prepared to face
various categories of student groups and deal with stakeholders.

In the iceberg competency model, the group of behavioural competencies is the element
located at the bottom of the iceberg surface. Theoretically, this model illustrates that
behavioural competence is a latent character found in a person. A competent instructor
needs to have these elements of competence so that the PDP process can run smoothly. Five
other elements underlying this competence are value, social role, self-image, trait and motive.
The definition of each element is as follows:
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i Values: Beliefs held by a person — that is, ones they believe are important to living or
practice.

ii.  Social Role: The image that a person shows to others. It describes one's values , such as
what one believes is essential to do — building others or giving awareness of a mission
towards a direction.

iii. Self-Image: The way a person sees oneself — the concept of inner identities, such as
seeing oneself as a teacher or leader.

iv. Traits: A relatively permanent and stable character in one's behaviour; for example,
being a good listener.

v.  Motive: A natural and continuous thought and a tendency to drive, direct and produce
a person's external behaviour.

Constraints Faced by the Agriculture Instructors

In agricultural education, the teaching staff should have skills in introducing and
demonstrating new agricultural technologies to students to prepare them for entering the
real world of work. Therefore, to meet the needs of the industry, agricultural educators need
to be skilled in agricultural technology and master the pedagogical aspects (Shuhaidah et al.,
2014). Meanwhile, Arnold et al (2006) mentioned that to enhance students' learning and
understanding in the classroom, agricultural educators are advised to play a role in
encouraging students' interaction with the appropriate environment. Agricultural instructors
should undergo in-service training annually to improve their pedagogical skills and develop
knowledge optimally to serve students and the community (Beake et al., 2007). Issues in the
TVET education system such as constraints of teaching staff in ICT skills, lack of educational
pedagogy knowledge, lack of industrial training, lack in English language skills and lack of
knowledge and skills are often the problems to the teaching staff. In addition, Smalley and
Smith (2017), as well as Smalley et al (2019), have identified that the biggest challenges of
agricultural educators are lack of time, lack of motivation and lack of course planning.

This opinion is further supported in a study at the University of Florida by Myers et al (2005).
The problem faced in agricultural education is the lack of qualified teaching staff to fill the
agricultural education program. This shortage is due to two main factors, namely a) colleges
and universities offering agricultural education programs do not have enough graduates to
fill the available positions, b) the large number of agricultural teaching staff who have left at
the beginning of this profession. In Malaysia, incompetent TVET instructors is a matter that
is often discussed in any committee involved. Lack of pedagogical knowledge and
incompetence in PDP are often associated with new teaching staff. This opinion is supported
in Ali's (2015) study; Hamisu (2017) stated that many TVET teachers in Malaysia are less
competent in the subjects taught. New teachers are identified as less competent in the
teaching profession. Based on the opinion of the above study, it can be explained that
teachers' ability is a significant factor in the delivery of knowledge. However, there are still
less competent teachers. Hamisu (2017) argued that funding factors, lack of infrastructure,
lack of teaching materials and equipment are among the reasons that contribute to the lack
of competence of TVET instructors in Malaysia. In this study, some constraints or problems
among TVET instructors that can affect the competence of instructors in practical and
theoretical teaching are discussed in more detail.
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Methodology

This study is a qualitative study that used a semi-structured interview approach. Semi-

structured interviews were the interview protocol of choice as it gives respondents answers

that do not deviate significantly (Harrell and Bradley, 2009). Gay and Airisan (2000) stated

that semi-structured interviews allow researchers to obtain more transparent and in-depth

information through the process of questioning presented based on the answers given by the

informants. Whereas Morrison, Ross and Kemp (2007) explained that researchers would

obtain detailed information, saving cost and time using semi-structured interviews. It has

been suggested that the semi-structured interview method allows the data required by the

researcher to be obtained accurately based on the desired issues. This semi-structured

interview approach was chosen due to several objectives set in this study, namely:

i To gain an in-depth understanding of the elements of competence possessed by the
agricultural teaching staff of vocational colleges

ii. To explore the elements of competence required by agricultural teaching staff in
vocational colleges

iii. To explore the constraints faced by agricultural teaching staff in vocational colleges.

Semi-structured Interview Protocol
An interview protocol was firstly prepared to launch the interview session to facilitate this
interview process. Table 1 shows the interview protocols used in this study.

Table 1
Semi-structured interview protocols
Research Follow up problem scheme
construct
Skill and 1. During your service, were there any challenging experiences,
knowledge especially in the PdPc process, while conducting internships?

2. Does the course attendance help to increase your level of
understanding of the internship conducted?

3. In agricultural education, especially in crops, what are the
essential skills that need to be possessed by competent
teaching staff?

4. If youdo not mind sharing, what is your expertise in agricultural
education?

Behavioural 1. What is the experience of an event or incident that touched

your heart while working as an agricultural instructor?

2. Canyou share how you get along with people around you?

3. How do you manage your time between career and personal
problems?

4. What motivational expressions do you always get from
students, colleagues, management, and people around you?

Constrain 1. What are the constraints that you face from the aspect of self

that affect competence? (ex: no industrial training)

Participant
The interviews were conducted with six lecturers who specialise in agriculture at the
agricultural vocational college. The selection was based on teaching experience, the level of
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SKM owned, and industry courses attended. The study participants also consisted of the Head
Coach in agriculture in the Vocational College, Head of Agriculture Program, Head of
Agriculture Department, and curriculum development. Their profiles are shown in Table 2
below.

Table 2

Information of study participants

Pseudonym Interview Age Gender Post Held Working

Code experience

Aaron PK1 34 years Male Head of Agriculture 10 years
old Program

Rose PK2 36 years Female Curriculum 12 years
old development

Noreen PK3 37 vyears Female Curriculum 13 years
old development

Lily PK4 40 vyears Female Head of Agriculture 15 years
old Program

Aisya PK5 45 vyears Female Head of Agriculture 20 years
old Program

Ibrahim PK6 44 vyears Male Head of Agriculture 18 years
old Department

Data Collection and Data Analysis

Informants in this study were interviewed in groups. In group interviews, a discussion during
the interview session will not stop and continue if informants cannot continue the discussion.
These interviews were conducted in groups using the online medium "google meet." The use
of this online medium was due to the constraints faced due to the COVID19 pandemic that
prevented researchers from coming face-to-face with participants. However, the use of this
medium was successfully implemented with the cooperation of all participants involved.
Accordingly, the interviews conducted were recorded and written by the researcher. The use
of multimedia in recording this interview avoided information leakage due to the answers to
each question being too much.

In analysing interview data, all interview sessions were recorded by audio, then transcribed
verbatim form (word by word and sentence by sentence) to facilitate further data analysis.
This view is in line with the opinion of Merriam (2001) that the best way to analyse a database
is through transcripts made verbatim. In analysing the interview data, this study used
thematic methods based on Nvivo program procedures, which were then assisted using
guantitative data analysis software. The process of reading the transcript and selecting the
theme needs to be carried out carefully so only the desired themes are grouped.

Findings

The analysis of the interviews conducted has found some significant findings in this study.
Several themes were identified to better understand the competencies required by the
teaching staff. In addition, this interview has successfully explored the competencies required
by agricultural educators.
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Results of Interviews on Skills and Knowledge Competencies
As an educator in agriculture, the competency elements of skills and knowledge need to be
mastered to ensure that the students produced are ready in the job market. The following is
an expert sharing of challenging experiences in handling the teaching and learning process of
agriculture.
"Challenges in the latest technology... agriculture is accelerating .. we at KV did not
have time to catch up with the industry .. using drones and all that .. | still do not have
experience handling drones" (PK1)
"We teach according to the syllabus and the needs of the industry..when using the
syllabus to enter our industry, there are no large facilities..for example, there is no
freezer room like the industry use..there are no logistical facilities for large
marketing..more on the challenge in terms of facilities" (PK3)
Based on this interview, the main challenges of teaching staff in agricultural education are
faced by the latest technology, industry, facilities, and many students. Next is a discussion of
expert views on the essential skills that need to be possessed by agricultural instructors.
"Need to know about fertilisers, pests, agricultural technology, mechanisation,
fertigation, types of crops, related to seeds, want to make a planting site, how to
market the produce, related to business, how to make a business plan, breeding .."
(PK2)
"Need to know the basics of soil science, entomology, pathology, automation,
vegetable cultivation, fruits, ornamental crops, marketing and customer behaviour..
one of the elements in the field of agriculture .." (PK3)
"For me, he needs to know fertilisation, irrigation system maintenance, knows about
farm machinery, knows about crop diseases, knows how to control pests, knows how
to manage finances ... that's the most basic in this field of crops ..." (PK5)
As an educator, basic skills in the field of agriculture are important. Research experts believe
that agricultural instructors need to have skills in fertilisation, entomology, agricultural
technology, automation, fertigation, seed technology, planting sites, crop marketing,
business, soil science, pathology, vegetable and fruit cultivation, harvesting, management of
poisons, and irrigation systems.

Results of Interviews on Behavioural Competence
The following interviews are the expert opinions on the behavioural competencies required
by agricultural educators. The first question was about the experiences that touched the
hearts of the study participants throughout their service.
"For me, it was when | went to see the convocation ceremony of my students .. | feel
that day my job as a teacher is over... | hope what | give, | advise people to practice
and use in the future" (PK2)
"When there are parents who come to see us, we thank them for successfully teaching
their children... that's for me the best and touching ... moved" (PK6)
Next are the findings of the analysis of interview data on the way study participants interact
with people around them. Furthermore, motivational expressions are acquired by them for
obtaining codes and themes of behavioural competence.
“I'm a cheerful person..but sometimes outspoken too..l also choose if | want to hang
out with other teachers..sometimes it looks serious, but | actually like to help people"
(PK1)
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"I am really friendly, so there is no problem with hanging out with anyone. | think | am
kind of understanding..Good with management, industry, officials, friends, and
parents. I'm kind of humble and don't like to start fights" (PK4)
"If I'm a new teacher, | must be afraid to get close to me.. I'm not fierce but a little
firm..if I'm wrong.. it's wrong, | don't want to be right..but if it's with my friends, it's
caring" (PK5)
The analysis of this interview has found some codes related to behaviour, which are having a
good relationship, liked by students, high commitment, manage workload, cheerful,
outspoken, helpful, pleasant, can work in a group, respectful, friendly, outspoken, daring to
criticise and caring.

Interview Results on the Constraints Faced
The following are the findings of the study participants on the constraints faced by teachers
in achieving competencies.
"I have a little problem to communicate in English, then this agricultural technology is
getting faster, drones until now | have never handled IR 4.0 again .." PK1
"If there is industry training, it is an advantage for us...Lack of communication in
English...ICT is also a shortcoming because there are many things and systems that we
do not master...ICT we know the basics..the motivation is from the management.. then
in terms of appreciation .. we do not want a gift of APC to ape, but congratulation is
enough appreciation to make us feel happy and motivated .. "PK2
"Technology in agriculture feels left behind when we go to observe students in a large
industry... but often we will work together, and we bring that technology back to
KV..that is one of our efforts..other than that, the instructions are always
changing...which can really interfere with my competence..again, it's about the
curriculum, about the lack of facilities, the lack of technology .." PK6
Summary of the results of interviews with study participants related to the constraints faced
by teachers in achieving competence consisted of problems communicating in English, no
experience operating drones in agriculture, lack of reference sources of teaching materials,
no appreciation in career, no industry experience, lack of skills in technology, lack of
motivation and lack of facilities as well as problems in the curriculum.

Discussion and Conclusion

The interviews conducted have given a clear picture of the competencies required by the
teaching staff. From the aspect of competence, skills and knowledge of essential elements in
agriculture must be well mastered. Good mastery will produce competent agricultural
teachers. This situation will produce skilled workers who are willing to be in the agricultural
industry. The industry continues to play a crucial role in the development of agricultural
education (Doefert, 2011; Stripling and Ricketts, 2016; Hainline and Wells, 2019), and
agricultural educators are a stakeholder in the scope of the agricultural industry. As
stakeholders in the industry, instructors play a significant role in the agricultural workforce
development process and need to be well-equipped in skills and knowledge (Whittington,
2005; Hainline and Wells, 2019). In another study, Easterly and Myers (2017) stated that
efficient, skilled, and knowledgeable teaching staff are remarkable assets in agriculture.
Instructors, therefore, need to be prepared to collaborate with the industry in delivering
teaching content suit with the goal of producing competent agricultural workers (McCubbins
et al.,, 2017).
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Behavioural competence has outlined several elements namely values, motives, traits, social
roles, and self-image. Good behavioural competence will make an instructor competent in
various aspects. In addition, the issue of constraints has been discussed in this study. If this
constraint is not overcome, it can disrupt the process of teaching staff competence.
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