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A Survey of Student SAE Project Categories and Types

Introduction and Need for Research

The purpose of this study was to discover the categories and types of SAE projects students participated in. Although the integrated three-component model of agricultural education (Phipps & Osborne, 1988) depicts equal emphasis on classroom instruction, SAE, and agricultural youth organization participation, SAE programs appear to be the weakest (Croom, 2008). Identified by agricultural educators, one of the factors that may decline student SAE participation is a lack of knowledge of the newer categories of SAEs (Steele, 2007; Wilson & Moore, 2007). There is no data to validate a lack of knowledge of or participation in newer SAE categories as causation in the growing decline of participation by agricultural students in SAE programs. This study aligns with priority area four of the National Research Agenda by examining the role of motivation, self-regulation, metacognition, and reflection in developing meaningful, engaged learning experiences in agricultural education contexts (Doerfert, 2011).

Theoretical Framework
	
The theoretical framework for SAE is rooted in experiential learning. In 1984, Kolb developed a model of experiential learning which includes four stages: (1) the concrete experience; (2) reflective observation on the concrete experience; (3) abstract conceptualization of the experience; and (4) active experimentation based on comprehension of the experience. Experiential learning in agricultural education adheres to the Kolb (1984) Model of the Experiential Learning Process as demonstrated through the experiences students encounter in and out of the classroom. Through participation in activities such as FFA career development evens and SAEs, students complete the cycle of Kolb’s model by entering “active experimentation” and testing the new hypotheses and generalizations created based on their initial agricultural classroom experience. 

Methodology

As a portion of a larger study, agricultural students enrolled in 120 secondary agricultural education programs, 30 per state, one state per National FFA region, were surveyed to determine the number of students that participate in SAE, types of SAEs, and the most common categories of SAEs. The study was descriptive in nature and utilized a researcher-designed questionnaire as the method of data collection. Content and face validity of the instrument were determined by an established panel of ten experts prior to a pilot study. Cronbach’s Alpha was calculated to be 0.92. Thirty programs were randomly selected from each state’s purposively chosen division to participate in the study. Each teacher was asked to administer the questionnaire to students who had completed at least one year of agricultural education instruction in their class with the largest enrollment. At the conclusion of the study, 52 of the 130 randomized programs (43.3% response rate) returned the questionnaire, resulting in 1,038 questionnaires completed by students (N = 1,038). Of the students who responded to the questionnaire (N = 1,038), 45.6%    (n = 473) reported having a SAE project and 53.4% (n = 554) reported not having a SAE.

Results/Findings

Students were asked to describe their SAE project(s). Researchers divided the students’ responses based on the five categories of SAE as identified by the National FFA Organization (2012): exploratory, research and experimentation, placement and ownership, entrepreneurship, and improvement.  An overwhelming majority of students (70.8%,  n = 342) had entrepreneurship SAEs. Eighteen percent of the students surveyed (n = 87) had placement SAEs. Only a small amount of the students had exploratory (5.6%, n = 27), improvement (4.6%, n = 22), and research and experimentation (1.0%, n = 5) SAE projects.

Researchers also categorized the students’ responses into SAE types. After calculating frequencies and percentages, it was found that 57.4% (n = 317) of the students’ SAEs were livestock projects. Other types of SAE projects by the students surveyed were: small animals (9.1%, n = 50), turf grass management (8.2%, n = 45), agricultural mechanics (4.2%, n = 23), home and community development (4.0%, n = 22), agricultural sales and services (3.8%, n = 21), horticulture and nursery operations (3.6%, n = 20), crop, grain and/or fiber production (3.1%,     n = 17), outdoor recreation (2.0%, n = 11), dairy (1.3%, n = 7), agricultural education and communications (0.7%, n = 4), agriscience research (0.7%, n = 4), aquaculture (0.7%, n = 4), wildlife management (0.5%, n = 3), veterinary science (0.4%, n = 2), agricultural processing (0.2%, n = 1), and specialty crops (0.2%, n = 1). Zero students reported having an environmental science or food science SAE project. 

Conclusions

As a result of this study, it is apparent that most students with SAEs engage in the entrepreneurship category of projects. Almost a fifth of the students have SAEs considered as placement projects.  The exploratory, improvement, and research and experimentation SAE project categories are hardly represented by the responses of the students. 

Over half of the SAE projects reported by the students were livestock projects. The remaining percentage of projects were distributed between the following SAE project types: small animals, turf grass management, agricultural mechanics, home and community development, agricultural sales and services, horticulture and nursery operations, crop, grain and/or fiber production, outdoor recreation, dairy, agricultural education and communication, agriscience research, aquaculture, wildlife management, veterinary science, agricultural processing, and specialty crops. There were no students who had an environmental science or food science SAE project.

Implications/Recommendations

Prior research indicated that a decline in student SAE participation could be contributed to a lack of knowledge of the newer categories of SAE. This study sought to discover if students participated in the newer categories of SAE by identifying the categories and types of SAE projects students surveyed reported. It can be concluded from the results of this study that most student SAE projects center on the entrepreneurship or placement categories with a livestock emphasis. A student’s lack of knowledge of newer SAE categories could be due to a lack of participation. To increase student SAE participation, agricultural educators should encourage and provide opportunities for exploratory, improvement, and research and experimentation SAEs with various types of projects related to the agricultural industry. Additional training by teacher educators focused on SAE opportunities could increase the knowledge base of current and future agricultural educators, indirectly improving the SAE knowledge students have. Further research should be conducted to identify the correlation between the categories and types of SAEs students participate in and their actual knowledge level of SAE. Also, new and innovative ways to improve SAE curriculum should be pursued by the agricultural education profession.
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