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Introduction to and Exploration of SAE Through a Weekend SAE
Introduction and Need for Innovation
Agricultural Education has a long history of using hands-on experience as a way for students to build knowledge.  The SAE has its roots in the home project developed by Rufus Stimson in the early 1900’s.  Stimson (1919) proposed that home projects gave agricultural teaching the reality of actual life.  John Dewey, arguably the father of experiential learning (EL) (Roberts, 2006), believed that all education comes through experience but that not all experiences are equally educational (Dewey, 1938).  Dewey (1938) described the cyclical nature of experiential learning in his experiential continuum.  The cyclical nature of experiential learning can be conceptualized in practice as PERT; preflection, experience, reflection and transfer (Retallick, 2010a).  The stages of PERT help structure an SAE that is both experiential and educational by providing a framework for planned learning experiences.

 
Agriculture teachers embrace the concept of the SAE but have difficulty implementing it in practice (Dyer & Osborne, 1995; Retallick, 2010b; Wilson & Moore, 2007).  Identified barriers to SAE implementation include changing demographics and societal attitude, mechanics and structure of schools, resource availability, image and the agricultural education system (Retallick, 2010b).  Traditional SAE projects based on production or placement may not be a viable option for students.  Alternative approaches, especially exploratory SAEs, are needed. 
How It Works

Many students, especially students considered at risk or with low socioeconomic status, may not have the resources, time, or support to initially participate in a traditional SAE.  A small, easily managed project can help students take the first steps in planning their learning experiences, reflecting on what they have learned and applying their new knowledge in future experiences. A practical way to begin using PERT to guide students through learning experiences is to apply it to SAE projects that can be completed in a few days.  The short time frame allows students to work through the EL cycle using PERT as guided practice.  The experience they gain can then be transferred to more complex projects.  
The Weekend SAE was implemented at [High School] to increase SAE participation.  [High School] serves 1390 students in grades 9 – 12.  The student body is 37.9% African American, 25.3% Hispanic, 34.3% White, 0.1% Native American, 0.9% Asian and 1.5% two or more races, 65.2% of the students are classified as economically disadvantaged.  Most of the students live in urban and suburban areas.   
Because of the diversity of students and the number of them who were unable to establish a traditional SAE, the weekend SAE was developed and implemented. It was essential for the Weekend SAE to be student-centered so that it would engage the students and give them experience that could lead to longer term, more complex SAE’s.  The stages of PERT were followed to plan the experience.  For example, on Friday students participated in preflective activities to focus their project by identifying what they wanted to learn and how they would learn it.  Preflection is a great opportunity for cross-curricular instruction and may include writing or internet searches. The actual experience took place over the weekend outside of the classroom.  On Monday, the students reflected on their experience with a writing assignment, class presentation, and/or poster.  Reflection needs to be more than just a summary of the experience. The students drew conclusions, connected it to their preconceptions during the preflection process, analyzed what they learned and applied their new knowledge to other experiences.  As the students applied their new knowledge to new experiences they built the foundation for an SAE that is both experiential and educational.  One outstanding weekend SAE centered on wildlife and natural resource, specifically fishing.
Preflection – Brainstorm ideas for a weekend project with other students and the agriculture teacher.  Choose a topic of interest and set learning objectives.  Objectives in this case were to document the species and weight of fish caught, time of day, and bait used.
Experience – Spend Saturday fishing and document the pertinent information.
Reflection – The student wrote a brief reflection paper in class that stated his results. Then he identified other variables that could affect his fishing.
Transfer – The student went fishing the next Saturday and added documentation on weather conditions to his catch chart.  The student continued this project by later comparing data collected in various locations over several days. Those observations evolved into the preflection element of a national resource research SAE and agri-science fair project.
Results to Date and Implications


The Weekend SAE concept was attempted and achieved moderate success.  The concept was introduced as an assignment in three agriculture classes with a total of 38 students.  All of the students completed the assignment.  Three students who had never participated in an SAE embraced the concept and are developing more complex research SAEs based on their weekend experience.  The example above is from one of these students.  The Weekend SAE concept should be developed further as a tool to increase SAE participation.  
Future Plans and Advice to Others

The Weekend SAE has the potential to engage students from diverse backgrounds in experiential learning.  It should be seen as an exploratory SAE designed to give students practice developing and applying their knowledge.  Initial experience gained in the Weekend SAE needs to be transferred to more complex SAE’s that fit the more traditional time frame needed for FFA scholarship and award applications.   
Cost

The cost of the Weekend SAE is minimal.  There is no direct cost to the school district, only a time commitment from the facilitating agriculture teacher.  The student’s cost will vary depending on the SAE they design.  Some projects can be free while others may require some supplies or transportation.
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