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The Use of Theory in Agricultural Education:
A Review of JAE Articles 2007-2011

Introduction and Theoretical Framework
Theory is an important part of the research process; researchers have a variety of ideas on how theory can and should be used in conducting and writing about research.  Theories and models help specialists focus on what is changeable and the most suitable area or targets for change (Trifiletti, Gielen, Sleet, & Hopkins, 2005).  Researchers should demonstrate a need for the work they are doing and agricultural education is no exception; thus theories and conceptual models are used to provide the rationale for many studies. Camp (2001) cited Kerlinger (1979) describing theory as the explanation of reality; stating that without theory, the research would lack context. Quantitative research is often done in the quest to measure components of or test a theory. Creswell (2009) wrote that quantitative research involves an inquiry into a social or human problem based on testing a theory, and determine if the predictive generalizations of the theory hold true. 

Simply described, theory is “one’s understanding of how something works” (Shoemaker, Tankard Jr., & Lasorsa, 2004, p. 6).  In more complex research terms, a theory is “an interrelated set of constructs (or variables) formed into propositions, or hypotheses, that specify the relationship among variables (typically in terms of magnitude or direction)” (Creswell, 2009, p. 51). Theories and models can be used to guide a researcher in the quest for reasons why, they can help point out what, and they provide insight into how programs and policies are shaped.  Trifiletti et al. (2005) report that theories can be useful in planning, implementing, and evaluating as well as help researchers go beyond basic unchangeable risk factors. For this study, a review of the theories or models that were used in the field of injury prevention by Trifiletti et al. (2005) was applied to contemporary articles published in the Journal of Agricultural Education.  After a review of literature from multiple disciplines, the use of theory in research writing was determined to fit into four categories for the purposes of the current study: Development/Design of a Program, Measurement of Components of a Theory, Testing of a Theory, or Other (meaning that the use did not fit the previous three categories).   

Methods
“Trustworthy accounts that accumulate past research are a necessary condition for orderly knowledge building,” (Cooper, 2010, p. 1). Quantitative research methods were used to fulfill the purpose of describing frequencies related to the use of theory in articles within the Journal of Agricultural Education (JAE). Only articles using quantitative methodology were considered for this study because of the difference in schema for use of theory among qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods research (Creswell, 2009). The researchers coded the articles into categories utilizing the framework of Trifiletti et al. (2005): 1) Program Development/Design, 2) Measurement of Components/Variables, 3) Testing of a Theory, and 4) Other. To establish reliability, an extensive discussion ensued to define each code as applicable to agricultural education research five articles were then coded by four researchers to develop a more concise coding scheme. An inter-reliability rate of 80.53% was established among the four researchers after coding all articles using exclusively quantitative methodology from two issues of the JAE. The majority of the discrepancies were related to one coder’s interpretation of the coding scheme that was rectified after the two-issue inter-rater reliability check. Each researcher was then assigned a complete year of JAE articles to code. The most recent five years of JAE articles were selected to provide an overview of how theory is being utilized in contemporary research within agricultural education.  Data were analyzed and reported by frequencies and percents.
Findings
The researchers analyzed a total of 164 articles over a five-year period starting with the first issue from the JAE in 2007.  The area categorized as program design yielded 1.22%, proving the least common use of theory across all 5 years. The tested category yielded 11.59%, coming up as the second least common use of theory as a whole. Other yielded 28.05%, also of note is that all instances of usage that did not fit into one of three clearly defined categories utilized theory for rationale of the study. The most common use of theory across all five years and as a whole was measurement, yielding 59.15%, of the articles. Table 1 displays the usage of theory disaggregated by year.  
	Table 1

Use of Theory in JAE Quantitative Articles from 2007-2011

	
	2007
	
	2008
	
	2009
	
	2010
	
	2011

	Use category
	f
	%
	
	f
	%
	
	f
	%
	
	f
	%
	
	f
	%

	Program Design
	1
	3.23
	
	0
	0.0
	
	0
	0.0
	
	1
	2.78
	
	0
	0.00

	Measurement 
	23
	74.19
	
	24
	58.54
	
	18
	52.94
	
	20
	55.56
	
	12
	54.55

	Tested
	4
	12.90
	
	3
	7.32
	
	4
	11.86
	
	3
	8.33
	
	5
	22.73

	Other
	3
	9.68
	
	14
	34.15
	
	12
	35.29
	
	12
	33.33
	
	5
	22.73

	Total Articles
	31
	100
	
	41
	100
	
	34
	100
	
	36
	100
	
	22
	100



Implications

An important limitation to this study is that the researchers did not analyze proper use of theory; there was not a judgment made at that level. Through this five-year review quantitative JAE articles, it is evident that theory is widely and commonly used in agricultural education research. Patterns emerged related to use category of theory, indicating that the culture of agricultural education promotes the dissection of larger theories and concepts in order to examine and measure various components. When one measures variables, this implies a descriptive nature or intention to our work in agricultural education.  Does this use of theory match with purpose of these studies?  Also, the increased prevalence of the “other” use category, in which all researchers were using theory or concepts to provide a rationale for a study is an interesting development. Authors in the field of theory did not describe the use of theory to rationalize a line of inquiry. Is the use of theory to rationalize a study a valid use? The researchers anecdotally observed that authors are often not very clear in conveying how particular theories were utilized in a study, regardless of how descriptive of a definition of the theory was provided.
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