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Introduction and Literature Review

The issue of the prevailing teacher shortages needs to be addressed with recruitment and retention efforts (Darling-Hammond, 2010). Work-life balance has shown to be both a hinderance for graduates entering the school-based agricultural education (SBAE) profession (Eck et al., 2021) and a factor in teacher attrition (Solomonson et al., 2018; Sorensen et al., 2016; Tippens et al., 2013). As SBAE teachers have duties beyond the traditional classroom tasks (Smalley & Rank, 2019; Torres et al., 2008), they often report 50-plus hour work weeks including evenings and weekends (Clemons et al., 2021; Hopkins et al., 2020). These additional work hours take time and energy away from personal and family commitments (Hopkins et al., 2020). Female SBAE teachers report a greater conflict between their work and personal responsibilities than their male counterparts (Hainline, et al., 2015). As the majority of new SBAE graduates are female (NAAE, 2020), school districts and teacher educators need to address the work-life balance concerns of SBAE teachers (Traini et al., 2019). 

A positive work-life balance has been correlated with higher rates of teacher retention (Basso & Pittman, 2017), job satisfaction (Aydan, 2021; Westover et al., 2020), and teacher effectiveness (Denson & Szelényi, 2020). Employees have taken a particular attention to work-life balance and the impact on mental health since the COVID-19 pandemic (Kohll, 2018). There is a strong correlation between quality of work-life balance and burnout (Kim, 2021). Lupu and Ruiz-Castro (2021) suggested work-life balance is an ongoing pursuit, rather than a one-time achievement. With the implications on a teacher’s career, work-life balance should be discussed and studied within teacher preparation programs (Aydan, 2021). 

Theoretical Framework

This study was grounded in the theoretical framework of expectancy value theory (EVT). First proposed while studying achievement in mathematics, EVT models motivation around expectations of success and subjective task value, including incentives, utility, and cost (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). In choosing tasks, individuals compare their perceived ability to be successful and personal utility to the related costs (Day, 2020). Tasks that are associated with greater expectations of success along with more benefits and fewer costs are more likely to be approached with greater motivation and persistence (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Since its first description, EVT has been studied widely in a variety of contexts (Raczkoski, 2018). 

Most of the existing research in EVT focused on perceived ability (self-efficacy) and task value, with a fleeting or overlooked description of cost (Flake et al., 2015; Raczkoski, 2018). An individual may feel a high likelihood of success and find value in the task, yet a high perceived cost is likely to damper motivation (Raczkoski, 2018). Flake et al. (2015) shed light on this important component in the EVT formula. They found cost to include perceived effort, loss of valued alternatives, and the psychological cost of failure (Flake et al., 2015, p. 232). As such, cost is a valuable construct and should be measured independently of other EVT components (Flake, 2012). In this study, the three components of cost (Flake et al., 2015), were each aligned with a research objective. See Figure 1 below for the conceptual framework. 

Figure 1.
Conceptual Framework using Three Components of Cost (Flake et al., 2015)
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Purpose and Research Objectives

In an effort to address the third research priority of the American Association for Agricultural Education (Stripling & Ticketts, 2016), the purpose of this study was to examine the perceived work-life balance costs in association to a teaching career in SBAE. The research objectives were to…

1. Describe the importance of work-life balance to seniors in agricultural education at California State University (CSU), Chico
2. Describe alternative career choices of seniors in agricultural education at CSU Chico. 
3. Describe the relative work-life balance costs in a SBAE teaching career as perceived by seniors in agricultural education at CSU Chico.

Methods and Procedures

This descriptive pilot study utilized a quantitative survey method. The instrument was constructed as a replication of Tan-Wilcon’s and Stamp’s (2015) work in work-life balance in STEM careers. They wrote a 7-point Likert-type instrument which allowed participants to score their perceptions of elements of work-life balance from much easier with research based STEM career (-3) to harder with a research based STEM career (+3) (Tan-Wilcon & Stamp, 2015). This study replaced the wording “research based STEM career” with “career as an agricultural education teacher” in Likert-type item stems. Face and construct validity was addressed with review by experts in SBAE. As a limitation of the study, additional replications and larger sample sizes will increase the reliability and validity of the instrument. 

The population of interest in this study was seniors majoring in agricultural education at CSU Chico. To access this population, I focused on students in AGED 420 Techniques in Vocational Agricultural Instruction as these individuals would be entering the student teaching internship in the coming months. The class consisted of 9 males and 24 females, with most in their early 20s. The instrument was built in Qualtrics and distributed via a QR code displayed at the beginning of a class session. Participants accessed the instrument on their personal devices. A link was also posted to the course webpage for students who were not in attendance (Dillman et al.,2014). Of the 33 students enrolled in the class during the Spring 2022 semester, 27 completed the instrument for a response rate of 81.82%. Due to the high response rate, no attempt was made to control for nonresponse error (Lindner et al., 2001). After data collection was complete, data were exported into IBM’s SPSS version 26. Frequencies, means, and standard deviations were calculated using the statistics software. Negative means were associated with items perceived to be easier or less costly to achieve as a SBAE teacher while items with positive means were perceived to be harder or more costly to achieve (Tan-Wilcon & Stamp, 2015).  

Findings

Research Objective 1, describing the importance of work-life balance, was addressed by a multiple choice item asking participants to rank their perceptions of work-life balance as not at all important, slightly important, moderately important, or very important. All participants (n = 27) thought work-life balance was moderately to very important in their future careers. The intention for these future careers to include SBAE was varied across the participants. Of the 27 respondents, 22 (81.48%) intended to pursue a teaching career in SBAE. An additional three (11.11%) were undecided if they would teach SBAE while another three (11.11%) were sure they would not become SBAE teachers.

Research Objective 2, to describe alternative career choices, was accomplished by an open-ended response survey item which asked, “If you didn’t teach agricultural education what is/are the next career choice(s) you would pursue?”. The 27 responses to this item were varied, but sorted themselves easily into three categories. As shown in Figure 2 below, roughly 50% (n = 12) of respondents were interested in alternative careers in the broad agricultural industry. Participants noted interests in orchard management, diversified operations management, agricultural mechanics and fabrication, animal health specialists, and agricultural sales. The remaining portions were equally split (n = 7 for both) between education and other or undecided. Those interested in the field of education considered elementary, math, science, or special education certifications as viable options outside of SBAE. The career choices categorized as other included chef, author, event planner, and travel blogger. 

Figure 2.
Alternative Career Choices (N = 27)



Research Objective 3 sought to explain perceived work-life balance cost by those contemplating a career in SBAE. A seven-point Likert-type scale was used to compare participants’ perceptions in work-life balance cost in comparison to their alternative career choice with negative scores representing areas of work-life balance thought to be easier to achieve (less costly) as a SBAE teacher. Components of work-life balance with positive scores represent those that are thought to be harder to achieve (more costly) as a SBAE teacher. As displayed in Table 1 below, Engaging in community organizations and activities (M = -1.54, SD = 1.24) and Feeling fulfilled in your professional life (M = -1.15, SD = 1.52) were the two least costly areas of work-life balance as SBAE teachers. Feeling fulfilled in your personal life (M = -0.09, SD = 1.30) was perceived as somewhat easier to accomplish as a SBAE teacher. Living in your chosen geographical area (M = 0.00, SD = 1.85) was perceived as equally difficulty between teaching SBAE and another career choice. Three components of work-life balance, Balancing quality time between work demand and family/personal demands (M = 1.60, SD = 1.35), Meeting your financial goals (M = 0.74, SD = 1.24), and Meeting your personal wellness goals (M = 0.27, SD = 1.08) were thought to be more difficult, or costly, as a SBAE teacher. It is important to also note the relatively high standard deviations, indicating some variability across the participants.  

Table 1. 
Descriptive Statistics (N = 27)

	Using the career choice(s) you identified, compare each of the following items to a career as an agricultural education teacher.
	M
	SD

	Balancing quality time between work demands and family/personal demands
	1.60
	1.35

	Feeling fulfilled in your professional life
	-1.15
	1.52

	Feeling fulfilled in your personal life
	-0.09
	1.30

	Living in your chosen geographical area
	0.00
	1.85

	Meeting your financial goals
	0.74
	1.24

	Meeting your personal wellness goals
	0.27
	1.08

	Engaging in community organizations and activities
	-1.54
	1.24


Note. -3 = Much easier as an ag teacher, -2 = Easier as an ag teacher, -1 = Somewhat easier as an ag teacher, 0 = About the same, 1 = Somewhat harder as an ag teacher, 2 = Harder as an ag teacher, 3 = Much harder as an ag teacher

Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations

This group of preservice SBAE teachers, though small, was similar in age, sex, and intention to teach to other samples in SBAE preservice teacher research (Eck et al., 2021; Foster et al., 2020). These participants also reflected the high value in a balanced work and home life situation that has become a popular topic of conversation in both mass media and research (Clemons et al., 2021; Kohll, 2018). However, research has pointed to a disconnect between work-life balance and a successful teaching career in SBAE (Clemons et al., 2021; Traini et al., 2019). A high sense of importance coupled with an increased risk of failure may lead to demotivation (Flake, 2012; Flake et al., 2015). How do individual plan to approach the issue of work-life balance? “Inconclusive evidence exists regarding the ways in which SBAE teachers can achieve (work-life balance)” (Traini et al., 2020, p. 177). With the generational differences in work-life balance (Kohll, 2018) between the Baby Boomers retiring from the teaching profession and the influx of Millennials and Generation Z (NAAE, 2020), how will our inservice SBAE teachers approach the issue of work-life balance? EVT may provide a fertile ground in answering these questions. Will the future generations of teachers find the same value in SBAE teacher duties? When does work-life balance costs tip the scale towards SBAE teacher attrition? Additional research in the area of EVT cost (Flake, 2012; Flake et al., 2015; Raczkoski, 2018) and teacher work-life balance (Clemons & Lindner, 2019; Sorensen & McKim, 2014; Sutcher et al., 2016) is needed to address these areas. 

Agricultural industry and other teaching credential areas represented nearly three-quarters of career interests outside of SBAE for study participants. These career options represented the valued alternatives that would be lost upon entrance into the SBAE profession (Flake et al., 2015). Upwards of 22% of participants are undecided if they will enter the SBAE profession or have decided on alternative career paths. Agricultural industry has been and continues to be a magnet for preservice teachers (Eck et al., 2021). What is the perceived additional value in industry or other education fields? How can SBAE address these deficiencies to continue to recruit highly qualified teachers? Solomonson et al. (2018) suggested a two-pronged approach in decreasing expectations of SBAE teachers and providing them with additional instructional and program management support.

Of the seven components of work-life balance included in this study, Engaging in community organizations and activities, Feeling fulfilled in your professional life, and Feeling fulfilled in your personal life were thought to be less costly to achieve as a SBAE teacher. These findings concur with other works in altruism (Blackburn et al., 2017; Eck et al., 2021) and professional fulfillment (Solomonson et al., 2018; Sorensen & McKim, 2014). The item of personal fulfillment, though found to be less costly as a SBAE teacher by only hundredths of a point, is in contention with other studies, mostly surveying inservice SBAE teachers (Hainline et al., 2015; Lemons et al., 2015). Though California is large and varied in agricultural commodities and geography (California Department of Food and Agriculture, 2022), participants on average were not concerned with their chosen profession and its impact on their residence location. Balancing quality time between work demand and family/personal demands, Meeting your financial goals, and Meeting your personal wellness goals were perceived as more costly for SBAE teachers. These components of work-life balance are decreasing the value of choosing a career in SBAE for these preservice teachers (Clemons & Lindner, 2019; Eck et al., 2021; Tan-Wilcon & Stamp, 2015; Traini et al., 2019). Perhaps inservice SBAE teachers who are proficient in balancing work and home life could act as models in the roles of cooperating teachers and guest speakers (Bandura, 1997). Barring a paradigm shift in SBAE, teacher work-life balance will continue to be an area of concern in the recruitment and retention of SBAE teachers (Clemons et al., 2021; Traini et al., 2019). 
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