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A Dichotomous Key: Helping Students find their Path in SAE

Introduction

Supervised agricultural experience (SAE) programs are well-planned, adult-supervised, and agriculturally-based programs where students engage in keeping complete records and apply agricultural concepts that are taught through classroom instruction (Camp, Clarke, & Fallon, 2000; Stimson, 1915; Phipps, Osborne, Dyer, & Ball, 2008). When originally introduced to the agricultural education profession, the project method was to be completed by every student enrolled in the agricultural education program (Stimson, 1915).  From 1915 to present day, several changes have occurred within SAE programs such as: name changes, strengthened academic focus, and new SAE types (Phipps et al., 2008).  Since the early 1980’s, teacher and student participation in SAE programs has decreased (Croom, 2008; Dyer & Osborne, 1995; Kotrlik, Parton, & Leile, 1986; Leising & Zilbert, 1985; Miller, 1980; Phipps et al., 2008; Retallick & Martin, 2008). Dyer and Osborne (1995) asserted that teachers reported difficulty in developing SAE programs for all school-based agricultural education (SBAE) students.  Further Dyer and Osborne (1996) poised that the demands on teachers’ time has affected the quality of a student’s SAE program and the teacher’s SAE supervision/management techniques. This research identified a need to adapt SAE programs to meet the education requirements of SBAE students (Dyer & Osborne, 1996; Retallick & Martin, 2008; Roberts & Harlin, 2007). To assist in alleviating the difficulty in developing SAE programs for all SBAE students, the authors have developed a dichotomous key for school-based agriculture students to complete during the planning portion of the SAE development process. 

How it works

In part, SAE is not done well because of the management practices and time required of the instructor. The SAE Dichotomous Key allows for the teacher to provide a student with an instructional tool that they work through to engage in the SAE program development process. That in turn decreases the time that the teacher will spend assisting each student with developing an SAE program. This allows the student and teacher to spend less time on the development of the SAE program. Therefore, allowing the focus of the teacher’s interaction with a student to be on how the SAE program will be implemented.
The SAE Dichotomous Key is an innovative instrument developed to assist students in identifying SAE programs that best suit their interests based upon the resources available to the student.  The researchers developed this instrument to facilitate students in individually identifying an SAE program topic. Finally, a compiled list of SAE programs was included to provide examples of SAE programs in each of the agricultural career pathways (Animal Systems; Plant Systems; Environmental Services/Natural Resource Systems; Food Products and Processing Systems; Power, Structural and Technical Systems; and Social Systems) and type (entrepreneurship, placement, research, and exploratory). 
Before using the SAE Dichotomous Key, teachers must complete an introductory lesson on the meaning and purpose of SAE programs.  The lesson will ensure that students have a fundamental understanding of the components of an SAE program. Students should then be given time in class to complete the SAE Dichotomous Key. The students should also be instructed that more than one SAE category and type may be identified. 
There are four steps to the usage of the SAE Dichotomous Key. First, a student is required to self-identify if they have a pre-existing program that could be established as their SAE program. If the program is agriculturally-related, the student is instructed to describe the project on a separate sheet of paper. The agricultural educator can collect the student’s response at the end of the class period. However, the student will continue to the second step if they do not have an existing idea or their idea is not agriculturally related. 
Second, students are required to identify the agricultural career clusters in which they have an interest.  The agricultural career clusters are presented as statements to the students. For example: Social Science – I enjoy working with people. 
Third, a student is required to select statements that accurately describe their available resources to complete an SAE program within an agricultural career cluster. Based upon the statements selected, students are presented with an SAE category (agricultural career pathways) and type. Students may identify multiple types of projects within each agricultural career pathways.  However, the student will continue to refine the individual components of the SAE program in step four. 
Finally, the student is provided with a complied list of example SAE programs that have been completed by previous school-based agricultural education students. The compiled list of specific examples is utilized for students to modify and adjust based upon their individualized interests. The student is then required to describe the SAE program on a separate sheet of paper.  Therefore, the utilization of the SAE Dichotomous Key reduces an agricultural educator’s time commitment to working with each student on developing an SAE program. 

Results to Date/Implications

Anecdotal evidence suggested that preservice and inservice teachers believed that the use of the SAE Dichotomous Key would assist students in developing an SAE program. Further, school-based agricultural education students that utilized the SAE Dichotomous Key were engaged in the development of an SAE program. It has been qualitatively reported to the authors that the utilization of the SAE Dichotomous Key has reduced a teacher’s time needed to assist students with the development of SAE programs. 

Future Plans/Advice to Others

When utilizing the SAE Dichotomous Key with school-based agricultural education students, agricultural educators must remind students that multiple SAE categories and types may be identified. Further, students should consult their parents regarding their available resources to conduct certain SAE program categories and types. The SAE Dichotomous Key will assist to alleviate inservice agricultural educators’ time constraints of SAE development. 

Cost/Resources Needed

The implementation of the SAE Dichotomous Key will require minimal expense for the copying of the documents. The SAE Dichotomous Key is a color copy that requires 10 x 14 copy paper. 
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