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Using the [State] SAE Builder Tool to Assess Current Interests and Students’ Perceived Knowledge Concerning Supervised Agricultural Experiences

Introduction
According to Talbert, Vaughn, Croom, and Lee (2007), the supervised agricultural experience (SAE) is the part of agricultural education that allows students to practice in the workplace what they have learned in the classroom or laboratory.  Home projects in agricultural education or SAEs have been around since Rufus Stimson began them at Smith’s Agricultural School in 1908 to allow students to apply what they learned at school on their home farms (Moore, 1988).  In 1917, the federal government recognized the need to link classroom instruction and supervised farming projects with the Smith-Hughes Act (Croom, 2008).  In a study conducted by Ramsey and Edwards (2011), agricultural industry panelists reached consensus of agreement on 60 entry-level technical skills that should be learned by students participating in SAEs.  The panelists thought that SAEs held more potential than other parts of agricultural education for students to acquire entry-level technical skills related to the Animal Science and Agricultural Communications pathways (Ramsey & Edwards, 2011).  
   
Conceptual Framework
Even though many have noted the importance of SAE in agricultural education, participation is currently lacking and declining.  Moore (1979) points out that the start of SAE decline started with the passing of the Vocational Education Act of 1963, attributing some of the cause to the wording of the act.  In a study conducted by Dyer and Osborne (1995), it was stated that participation in SAE programs by teachers and students is lacking.  Articles by others also mention that SAE participation is declining (Croom, 2008; Lewis, Rayfield, & Moore, 2012).  Lewis et al. (2012) found that student SAE knowledge is lacking and they recommend more instruction in the area.  This study examines data obtained from an interactive web based tool designed to help students identify a SAE of interest and increase knowledge on the subject.  Aligning with the American Association for Agricultural Education’s research priority 4, this study addresses the opportunity to respond in the area of researching agricultural education’s learning environments that actively engage learning, resulting in high levels of achievement, life and career readiness, and professional success (Doerfert, 2011).

  Methodology
The [State] SAE Builder was developed in August 2011 and released to agricultural education teachers.  Goals of the webpage include helping students identify different SAE opportunities in each of the nine agricultural career pathways and measure perceived pre knowledge students had of SAEs before completing the SAE builder and perceived post knowledge after completing the SAE builder.  Data from website usage was obtained, with N=2,096 unique logins.  Descriptive statistics were obtained from ordinal data points with the use of SPSS, software for computing social science statistics.

Findings
Table 1 shows the responses [State] SAE Builder users had when using the online tool.  Students were asked which pathway fits their interests, how much time they had to devote to an SAE, and how knowledgeable they perceived themselves before using the tool.  Based on student interests, time available to devote to SAEs, and money they had to invest, students were recommended a SAE category to best fit their needs.  After using the [State] SAE Builder tool, students were asked their perceived understanding of SAEs.

	Table 1
	
	
	
	
	

	Descriptive Statistics of [State] SAE Builder Responses (n=2,096)

	
	    f
	 %
	
	    f
	%

	Pathway
	    
	   
	     Time to Devote to SAEs
	      
	   

	     Animal Systems
	933
	44.6
	          Very Little Time
	346
	16.5

	     Power, Structural & Technical
	349
	16.7
	          2 Hours Per Week
	583
	27.8

	     Agribusiness Systems
	193
	9.2
	          5 Hours Per Week
	561
	26.8

	     Leadership/Business Skills
	158
	7.5
	          10 Hours Per Week
	379
	18.1

	     Plant Systems
	139
	6.6
	          20 Hours Per Week
	115
	5.5

	     Food Products & Processing
	132
	6.3
	          More Than 20 Hours Per Week
	110
	5.3

	     Natural Resource Systems
	96
	4.6
	     Perceived Previous SAE Knowledge
	
	

	     Environmental Service Systems
	47
	2.2
	          Little Knowledge
	1125
	53.7

	     Biotechnology Systems
	47
	2.2
	          Knowledgeable
	788
	37.6

	SAE Category
	
	
	          Very Knowledgeable
	183
	8.7

	     Exploratory
	801
	38.3
	     Perceived Post SAE Knowledge
	
	

	     Placement
	638
	30.5
	          Still Confused
	443
	21.1

	     Research
	205
	9.8
	          Better Understanding of SAE
	1187
	56.6

	     Entrepreneurship
	450
	21.5
	          Understanding of SAE  is High
	466
	22.2



Conclusions
[bookmark: _GoBack]According to the results of this study, the largest pathway of interest was Animal Systems, one of the pathways listed by Ramsey and Edwards (2011) that SAEs have the highest potential of helping students gain industry entry-level skills.  The type of SAE recommended to the most students was the exploratory type, possibly indicating students do not have much time or money to invest in an SAE.  The majority of the students had 10 hours or less to invest in an SAE.  Concerning previous knowledge of SAEs, the majority of the students perceived that they had little knowledge.  After using the SAE builder, most perceived they had a better understanding or were ready to begin a project.  This suggests that students perceived the SAE Builder helped increase their understanding on the subject, something that is needed according to Lewis et al. (2012).

Implications/ Recommendations/ Impact on Profession
The SAE Builder tool may be useful for agricultural science teachers to use to introduce the topic of SAEs since students perceived it helped increase their understanding.  The tool was used mostly by teachers in the state of [State]; further research should be conducted to see if similar results appear in other states.  The SAE builder tool could also be used by researchers to identify which pathways have weak participation and provide a source of information on which type of SAE students choose such as entrepreneurship, placement, research, or exploratory.  Further research should be conducted to determine exactly what students learn from the [State] SAE Builder.  Future research could focus on demographic differences of users to determine the best options for diverse audiences.  
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