


Alternatively Certified Agriculture Teachers’ Motivational Influences 

Introduction/Theoretical Framework

Data reveals teacher shortages date back to 1965, and today not much has changed (Eck & Edwards, 2019).  The demand for agriculture teachers far exceeds the supply.  A route used by an increasing number of individuals is known as alternative certification.  Alternative certification programs are non-traditional routes that certify individuals who already possess at least a bachelor’s degree in a subject area other than education (Zhang & Zeller, 2016).  

It is important to understand and identify factors that influence career making to drive recruitment and retention efforts of teachers (Siera & Siera, 2011).  Since highly qualified individuals are in demand, agricultural education advocates can promote those motivating factors that align with what a career in teaching can offer (Kyriacou & Coulthard, 2000).  Pre-service agriculture teachers’ motivational influences included the opportunity to share and utilize their expert subject knowledge (Lawver & Torres, 2011; Lawver & Torres, 2012), the ability to make a social contribution (Ingram et al., 2018; Lawver & Torres, 2012) and the positive impact agriculture teachers make in adolescents’ lives (Ingram et al., 2018).  However, the previous research discussed above was conducted on preservice teachers who used a traditional preparation program.  Since alternative certification is now a common pathway used to obtain a teaching certification, this research study focused on the motivational factors for those individuals who entered the agricultural education field using an alternative means.

The expectancy-value theory explains motivation based on three constructs; expectancy or ability beliefs, task value (attainment, intrinsic, utility, and cost), and the perceived difficulty of the task along with the amount of effort needed to complete the task (Watt & Richardson, 2007).  Jacobs and Eccles (2000) highlighted the relationship between beliefs, expectations for success, and values for the task as having an influence on both achievement and choice.  Eccles et al. (1999) study has shown that the expectancy-value theory’s constructs of expectancies and values can predict an individual’s career choices. 

Purpose/Objective

The purpose of this descriptive research study was to explore the factors that influence individuals to become agriculture teachers using an alternative certification route.  The following research objectives served as a guide to the research study.
1. Describe the personal characteristics of Texas alternatively certified agriculture teachers.
2. Describe Texas alternatively certified agriculture teachers’ motivational factors that influenced their decision to teach agricultural education.
Methods/Procedures
The descriptive research design’s target population included alternatively certified agriculture teachers in Texas.  However, currently there is no tracking system in place to identify these individuals.  Through extensive efforts to identify alternatively certified teachers, a frame of 139 was developed by the researcher to collect data and comprised the accessible population.  The responded sample consisted of 45 yielding a response rate of 32%.  However, since one respondent failed to provide answers to a large portion of motivational factor questions the final sample size was 44 (N = 44).  

Data were collected using the Ag Ed FIT-Choice Instrument (Lawver, 2012), the Agricultural Involvement Instrument (Tarpley et al., 2020), and an open-ended question about why the participants wanted to become agriculture teachers.  Qualtrics was used for online distribution.  A panel of experts reviewed the instrument for face and content validity.  The Ag Ed FIT-Choice Instrument’s reliability reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .91 (Lawver, 2009) and the Agricultural Involvement scale reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .97 (Tarpley et al., 2020).  To address nonresponse error, comparisons of early and late respondents were analyzed using an independent samples t-test and there were no significant differences (Linder et al., 2001).  
	
Descriptive statistics were analyzed using SPSS to report frequencies and percentages for nominal and ordinal data while mean scores and standard deviations were stated for continuous data.  The mean and standard deviation was reported for the entire motivation construct as well as each sub-construct.  The open-ended question responses were reported as quantitative data.  Themes identified in previously cited literature served to classify the responses into categories.

Results/Findings

Objective one sought to describe the personal characteristics of the alternatively certified agriculture teachers.  An equal number of both males (50%) and females (50%) was found.  Most of the participants’ (59.1%) highest level of education was a bachelor’s degree followed by 38.6% who earned a master’s and 2.3% who held a doctoral degree.  The average age of the 43 respondents was 34.49 years (Md = 30.00, SD = 11.39).  Age reported ranged from 22 to 61.  On average, the participants had 6.53 years of teaching experience (Md = 5.00, SD = 6.12).  When the participants were asked to select the option that best describes themselves, the majority (81.8%) identified themselves as White or Caucasian.  Five participants (11.4%) chose Hispanic or Latino, and Black or African American, Multiracial or Biracial, and Not Listed were each represented by one participant (2.3%).  When asked the content area of their bachelor’s degree, 95.3% of the respondents reported they earned a degree in an agricultural field, mainly animal science.  Other non-agricultural majors included Biblical studies, biology, and chemistry. 

	Of the 44 participants who responded to the questionnaire, five were not involved in their high school agriculture program, meaning the respondents did not take agriculture courses and were not FFA members.  The bulk of the participants (86.4%) were enrolled in high school agricultural education courses and were an FFA member at some point during their high school career.  The agriculture involvement scale developed by Tarpley et al. (2020) was used to determine the alternatively certified agriculture teacher’s overall level of connection to agriculture.  An increased score indicated the participants to be more connected to agriculture.  The study found that the participants had a relatively high level of involvement or connection to agriculture (M = 8.11; Md = 8.35, SD = 1.37).  
	
A little more than half (55.8%) of the participants indicated they decided to pursue a teaching career when they were already working. Seven participants (16.3%) indicated their time of commitment to be during their undergraduate degree.  In addition, 16.3% noted they decided to seek a teaching certification as soon as they graduated with their undergraduate degree.  Very few (11.6%) of the participants noted their time to be either during or after their graduate degree.  Approximately 77% of the participants had worked in a previous occupation before becoming an agriculture teacher.  Almost half (47.7%) worked in an agricultural career field while 29.5% indicated they were not involved in agricultural fields.  Nearly a quarter of those who responded (22.7%) to the questionnaire did not work before becoming an agriculture teacher. 

	Participants who did not hold a previous occupation before teaching were not included in the sample size when participants were asked to identify the reason for leaving their previous occupation.  Therefore, the sample size was reduced to N = 34.  Almost half (44.1%) of the participants identified that they had become dissatisfied with their previous occupation and decided to enter the agriculture teaching career field.  Nine participants (26.5%) indicated they experienced a life changing event.  Another nine participants (26.5%) selected the Not Listed option and were asked to provide an explanation.  Several reasons were offered; however, a low salary was listed multiple times.  One participant’s explanation was they never left their previous job because it was internet based and they can do both the previous job and teach agriculture.  One participant (2.9%) identified they were laid off or let go from their previous job.
	
More than half (61.4%) used a private-for-profit program to earn their certification.  University programs were utilized by nine participants (20.5%) and eight participants used an education service center (18.2%).  The participants were asked if their only option available for a teacher certification had been a traditional university program, would they have still pursued a teaching career.  The overwhelming response (75%) to this question was no.  The most frequently documented reason to not use a traditional preparation program was the time constraints.
	
Objective two sought to describe alternatively certified agriculture teachers’ motivational factors that influenced their decision to teach.   For the Ag Ed FIT-Choice Instrument portion, each of the statement’s level of agreement for 40 questions were recorded using a five-point Likert scale which ranged from 1 = definitely disagree to 5 = definitely agree.

The study found the participants tended to agree more often (M = 3.72; SD = .38) with the statements that assessed their motivation to teach.  The small standard deviation indicated a low degree of variability in the distribution of the data.  The summary statistics for the twelve sub-constructs are provided in Table 1.  One of the sub-constructs, time for family (M = 2.39; SD = .77), exhibited a mean score less than mid-point which indicated the participants’ disagreement with the statements, and therefore, was the least rated motivational factor.  The fallback career sub-construct (M = 3.06; SD = .99) items included higher variability in the answers and the mean score indicated that the participants did not agree or disagree with teaching being a fallback career.  The remaining sub-constructs were rated as positive motivational factors.  Those included ability (M = 4.30; SD = .48), intrinsic career value (M = 3.95; SD = .63), job security (M = 3.87; SD = .89), job transferability (M = 3.19; SD = .78), shape the future of adolescents (M = 4.48; SD = .57), enhance social equity (M = 4.01; SD = .72), make a social contribution (M = 4.34; SD = .69), work with adolescents (M = 3.91; SD = .84), prior teaching and learning experiences (M = 4.33; SD = .70), and social influences (M = 3.61; SD = 1.05).  
	Table 1
	
	
	

	Motivation Construct (N = 44)

	Motivation
	M
	SD
	Number of items

	Shape the future of adolescents
	4.48
	.57
	3

	Make a social contribution
	4.34
	.69
	3

	Prior teaching and learning experiences
	4.33
	.70
	3

	Ability
	4.30
	.48
	3

	Enhance social equity
	4.01
	.72
	3

	Intrinsic career value
	3.95
	.63
	4

	Work with adolescents
	3.91
	.84
	4

	Job security
	3.87
	.89
	3

	Social influences
	3.61
	1.05
	3

	Job transferability
	3.19
	.78
	3

	Fallback career
	3.06
	.99
	3

	Time for family
	2.39
	.77
	5

	Construct average
	3.72
	.38
	40


	
Themes from previously cited teacher motivation were used to categorize the open-ended responses provided.  Over half (56.1%) of the responses provided indicated having a passion for agriculture and wanting to share that passion with students.  Another 19.5% identified the impact that was made by their previous agriculture teacher.  Further responses can be found on Table 2.

	Table 2
	
	

	Themes from Open-Ended Response (N = 41)

	Major Theme
	n
	%

	Subject knowledge and passion
	23
	56.1

	Positive impact from their teacher
	8
	19.5

	Fallback career
	4
	9.8

	Career change
	2
	4.9

	Encouragement from others
	2
	4.9

	Life change a
	1
	2.4

	Other b
	1
	2.4


Note. a Life change included moving; b Other included a long-term substitute teacher for an agriculture teacher and then stayed in the position


Conclusions/Recommendations/Implications

The results of this study revealed that the ratio between male and female alternatively certified agriculture teachers is relatively equal.  The findings contradict Stair et al. (2019) publication concerning alternatively certified Louisiana agriculture teachers.  In addition, the participants earned degrees in specific content areas, and they may possess more content knowledge about certain topics as compared to their traditionally certified counterparts.  Furthermore, one of the participants stated they have been in the profession for 26 years.  This indicated that some alternatively certified agriculture teachers are remaining in the profession.

Most of the teachers in the study identified themselves as White or Caucasian while very few represented minority ethnicities.  A major benefit for alternative certification, in general, has been the ability to attract and increase the number of minorities; however, the findings of the current study do not support that claim for agriculture teachers (Mikulecky et al., 2004).  
	
	Most of the alternatively certified teachers previously worked in an agricultural occupation, which was consistent with Rocca and Washburn’s (2006) findings.  This indicated that some of the participants must have earned their undergraduate and graduate degrees, then began working, and ultimately decided to pursue a career in agricultural education.  Alternatively certified second career agriculture teachers can bring real-world applications and ideas that could be beneficial to the agriculture classroom and their students.  
	
If a traditional teacher preparation program was the only path available to have used to become an agriculture teacher, more agriculture teaching positions may have been left unfilled.  Alternatively certified teachers have been a positive contributing factor to the long-standing supply and demand problem in agricultural education.  

The motivating factors of the ability to shape the future of adolescents, make a social contribution, and enhance social equity were identified to be important motivators for choosing to become an agriculture teacher.  Similar sub-constructs were identified as motivational factors for preservice undergraduate and graduate students (Richardson & Watt, 2006) as well as agriculture preservice students (Ingram et al, 2018; Lawver & Torres, 2011). This indicates both groups of individuals are attracted to teaching for similar reasons. 

	The decision to complete a task is dependent on an individual’s self-perceived abilities, task value, and the cost associated with it (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002).  The alternatively certified agriculture teachers were motivated to teach because they believed they had the ability to teach, had interest in the career itself, and had the ability to positively impact society.

	Agriculture specific alternative certification programs should be developed by university agricultural education programs to prepare and recruit future agriculture teachers.  Motivational factors should be utilized for recruitment tools for individuals who might be considering a teaching career, especially animal science students. Furthermore, it is important for the agricultural education field to destigmatize the negative connotations associated with earning an agriculture teaching certificate using an alternative route.  
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