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Secondary Agricultural Program Retention
Introduction
Student retention in secondary programs is, to the [State] Department of Education, an indicator of program quality ([state] Department of Education, 2013b). The Agricultural Career Technical Education Incentive Grant (ACTEIG) provides state funding to local schools for the purposes of improving the quality of secondary agriculture programs and to ensure a steady stream of employable, skilled people.  In order to access funds, programs must provide evidence of meeting the twelve quality criteria. Retention of students is one indicator of a program’s quality and is described as students completing three to four years of agricultural instruction.  While only directly part of Criterion #12, student retention aids the achievement of a number of other criteria.  Despite its importance to department funding, student retention presents programs with a distinct challenge.
Besides being a quality indicator for funding, student retention is necessary for achievement of the State and American FFA Degrees, as well recognizing program completers.  Each fall, secondary agriculture teachers report student enrollment through an annual state demographic report.  A review of these reports shows retention rates vary widely within the state’s programs. This pilot study seeks to identify other factors that may be related to student retention, test the feasibility of tracking these data, and identify the need for additional data for a longitudinal study.  The study addresses priorities 4 and 5 of the AAAE National Research Agenda (Doerfert, 2011).
Conceptual Framework
[bookmark: _GoBack]The literature base related to student persistence in the secondary agriculture program is shallow but anchors do exist.  Dyer, Breja and Ball (2003) used the Delphi method to identify important factors teachers felt affected student retention.  Scheduling related problems, the perceived images of agriculture and the local program, the increase in graduation and college entrance requirements, other school activities and the quality of the agriculture teachers were all named as potential problems related to retaining students in the program.  Anderson (2013) found secondary students with some ownership in their decisions to join an agriculture program were more likely to put forth real effort on the academic tasks required of them and therefore, remain engaged long term.  Bloomfield, Foster, Hodges, Konopnicki and Pritz (2013) proposed teachers who provide students with experiences that are relevant, purposeful and engaging have a greater chance to retain them.  Although important to understanding the phenomenon, these factors are not the currency used to determine program quality or funding in [state].
Methodology
Data for this study was extracted from the data collected by the [state] Department of Education on teachers, programs, and students.  Programs self report this data annually and electronic data exists from 2001 to present.  A sample cohort of 2009 freshmen were tracked by school to determine those who completed three or four years of agriculture instruction at that school ([state] Department of Education, 2013b).   Students entering past their freshman year and those transferring in or out of the school were not included.  Retention was measured as a percent of the freshmen cohort.  29 schools were omitted from the study since they did not have students with grade levels 9-12, or had a freshman cohort of less than 10.   The remaining schools represent 91% of the state’s agriculture programs.  These data were compared with demographic factors to determine if any of these factors might be correlated with program retention.  Data were collected on cohort size, school size, overall program size, Hispanic students, female students, number of pathways, courses in specific pathways, average class size, teacher number, and teacher average years of teaching.  Data were normalized where appropriate for comparison.   Agricultural education date was extracted from a SQL Server database into Excel.  School enrollment data was extracted from CBEDS ([state] Department of Education, 2013a).  Excel was used to normalize and code the data.  SPSS Version 20 was then used for statistical analysis. 
Results Summary
Secondary school sizes varied from 58 to 3,795 students with a median size of 1,364 students.   Program sizes varied from 33 to 948 students with a median of 203 students.  Program size as a percentage of the overall school was inversely correlated to school size (r=-.662, p<.01) showing agricultural programs are generally a larger part of smaller schools.  Retention levels varied from 2% to 100% with the median being 28%.  Retention rates were not strongly correlated with any of the other factors collected.  A moderate correlation was found between retention and program size as a percent of the total school enrollment (r=.400, p<.01).  Significant (p<.01) but weak correlations were found for school enrollment (r=-288), average class size (r=-.185), Hispanic students (r=-.129), and programs with an agriculture mechanics pathway (r=.189).
	Descriptive Statistics

	 
	N
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	S. D.

	Retention
	272
	2%
	100%
	30%
	17%

	Total School Enrollment
	269
	58.0
	3795.0
	1391.63
	852.42

	Program Enrollment
	272
	33.0
	948.0
	238.90
	155.47

	Normalized Program Size
	269
	2%
	99%
	25%
	18%

	Freshman Cohort Size
	272
	10.0
	392.0
	80.118
	62.1513

	Teachers
	272
	1.00
	9.00
	2.36
	1.30

	Average Years Teaching
	272
	1.0
	37.0
	12.132
	7.6035

	Average Class Size
	272
	7.0
	43.0
	23.7
	6.0

	Female Students
	272
	11%
	76%
	44%
	11%

	Hispanic Students
	272
	0%
	100%
	40%
	27%

	Number of Pathways
	272
	1.0
	8.0
	4.426
	1.5278



Conclusions/Implications
Clearly, many of the commonly collected demographic data are not important to program retention.  If we are to understand the major factors leading to program retention, additional research is needed to examine what these factors are, how they could be managed by teachers, and how they might be efficiently tracked over time.
The factors cited by Dyer et al., (2003) as being problematic to student retention would be a good starting point for targeted research on schools with high and low retention rates.  Some of these factors may be under the direct control of the teachers in the program while others may not.  Other factors worth examination are the existence of identifiable three to four year program pathways, a strong implementation of the traditional three-circle model for agricultural education (Croom, 2008), and the outcome of the program as measured by student success.  Many of these factors are not measured by data currently collected.
Course curriculum in [state] is not currently standardized and considerable variation exists among schools.  Additionally, schools may lack established sequences of courses within a career pathway.  Teacher availability is also a factor for study.  Improving the retention rate would, in many cases, require teaching additional periods of advanced courses in an agriculture teacher shortage.
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