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Perceptions of High School Principals Regarding Supervised Agriculture Experiences

Introduction/theoretical framework


Effective leadership plays a vital role in setting the direction for successful schools (Reynolds, & Warfield, 2009). Jewel (1995) stated that administrators possess influence and authority at the school level that is necessary for their agricultural education programs to develop and grow. In addition, Thomas (1997) concluded that the relationship between the teacher and the principal can affect the performance of the teacher. In order to have an effective teacher and a success program, it is imperative that agricultural education teachers have modern facilities with the support of the principal and school community. If agricultural education is to remain a viable option to high school students, the perceptions of administrators at these schools must be assessed.  

Barth (1984) stated that school principals have a critical role in setting the school climate, which can nurture or deplete the desire of teachers to have their students conduct supervised agriculture experiences (SAEs). Wilson and Moore (2006) found that teachers believe that principals do not reward them for having their students conduct SAEs). In a focus group study conducted by Myers, Breja and Dyer (2004), the researchers reported that administrators perceived SAE’s as record-keeping conduits for students to earn FFA awards. Conversely, the researchers also reported that the experiential learning focus of the program component was not currently being conducted.  Principals can support or de-emphasize the importance of SAE’s at their school in their annual evaluation of the teacher and the agricultural education program (Rayfield, & Wilson, 2009).  If principals have positive perceptions of SAE, these perceptions could indirectly increase student achievement (Rayfield, & Wilson, 2009).  

Purpose
The purpose of this study was to analyze [State] high school principals’ perceptions regarding supervised agriculture experiences in secondary agricultural education programs.
Procedures
Following Dillman’s (2007) Tailored Design Method, the researchers implemented a questionnaire using a series of emails. The questionnaire was based on previous work by Simelane and Lawrence (1985) concerning vocational agriculture teachers' and their administrators' perceptions concerning selected activities/tasks performed by vocational agriculture teachers. The accessible population of the study consisted of all 70 principals in [State] high schools that offered courses in agricultural education. A statistical factor analysis was not conducted. Rather, the factors were determined conceptually by the research team based on the borrowed instrument. Individual statements were identified conceptually as contributing to the construct. The reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s Alpha) for the items was .96. The instrument was reviewed by a panel of experts in the [College] at [University] to ensure content and face validity.  A chi-square test of independence was used to determine whether there was a significant difference between early and late respondents. No difference was found; therefore generalizations could be made to the entire population (Ary et al., 2006). The final response rate was 57%. (n = 40).

Results
· Respondents strongly agreed that promoting the growth and scope of SAEs (M = 3.55, SD = .50) and supervising SAEs at critical times (M = 3.53, SD = .51) were tasks that teachers should accomplish.  Respondents agreed they believed the following tasks should be carried out by the agriculture teacher: explore SAE opportunities with first-year students (M = 3.40, SD = .71), use summer months primarily for supervision of student SAEs (M = 3.35, SD = .58), supervise each student SAE at least four times during the year (M = 3.30, SD = .69), promote entrepreneurships for students with off-farm agricultural interests (M = 3.15, SD = .58), hold meetings with parents of first year students to explain expectations of student, parents, and teacher (M = 3.15, SD = .86), involve first year students in profitable and challenging SAEs (M = 3.10, SD = .59), place students with agribusiness firms in the community (M = 2.93, SD = .86) and expecting each senior student to earn $1,000 or more through his/her SAE and obtain their State FFA degree.
· Respondents were asked to identify how well the individual tasks were being done at their school. They identified that the following tasks were being well done: promote growth and scope of SAEs (M = 2.85, SD = .86), supervise SAEs at critical times (M = 2.75, SD = .95), explore SAE opportunities with first-year students (M = 2.78, SD = 1.03), use summer months primarily for supervision of student SAEs (M = 3.08, SD = .86), supervise each student SAE at least four times during the year (M = 2.68, SD = .84) and involve first year students in profitable and challenging SAEs (M = 2.63, SD = .84).  Respondents identified the following tasks as being fairly well done: promote entrepreneurships for students with off-farm agricultural interests (M = 2.42, SD = .84), hold meetings with parents of first year students to explain expectations of students, parents, and teacher (M = 2.40, SD = 1.11),  place students with agribusiness firms in the community (M = 2.13, SD = .94) and expect each senior student to earn $1,000 or more through his/her SAE and obtain their State FFA degree (M = 2.33, SD = 1.05).
Recommendations/Conclusions

With the increase demand for students to take more courses in science, math, and English, there are fewer opportunities to take elective courses in agricultural education which decrease a student’s opportunity to partake in an SAE.  It was also discovered that younger principals had less of an opportunity to enroll in high school agricultural classes than older principals in the study.  If principals were not exposed too and/or do not understand the components of agricultural education then there is the potential that there can be a lack of support that develops which can lead to stress and tension between the administrator and the agricultural teacher.  

Agricultural education teachers have to inform the parents, community and administration of the importance of SAEs.  The students need to be integrated into the community to showcase the skills and abilities that they are learning in the classroom and laboratories.  Teachers have to take into consideration the resources that are available in the community and base their curriculum around the needs of the community.  In order for an agricultural program to be an effective teaching tool, the teacher must have the support of the school system and community and successfully showcase student SAEs.
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