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Introduction
In today’s educational landscape, teachers are expected to fulfill the broad role that society envisions for them: adopting state curricula, developing rigorous learning frameworks, responding to students’ needs and interests, and adapting educational approaches to an ever-changing world (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2007). It is no surprise that teachers face challenges that lead to burnout and low retention, impacting the supply and demand of teachers in the profession (Foster, et al., 2025; Nguyen et al., 2024). Further, we know that student teachers, or teacher candidates, experience similar challenges and frustrations (Bowling et al., 2025). Some obstacles that early-career teachers encounter may include decision-making fatigue (Blackley et al., 2021), differing levels of mentorship support (Tummons et al., 2016), and finding a balance between personal and professional commitments (Traini et al., 2019). 
Agriculture teacher candidates are expected to have a breadth and depth of content and pedagogical knowledge (Torres et al., 2010), adding in yet another challenge to juggle as a novice teacher. Lesson planning poses a significant barrier for SBAE teacher candidates during their placement experience. Furthermore, Bowling and colleagues (2025) found that planning was a stress-inducing mechanism during the clinical practice experience, due to both internal and external factors. The motivation to meet challenges and overcome barriers is a growing concern within SBAE research (Bowling et al., 2025; Disberger et al., 2024; Rada et al., 2025). The stress and coping mechanisms of teacher candidates (Bowling et al., 2025) can be a barrier to pursuing a career in education. As teacher candidates navigate the multitude of demands as SBAE teachers, how do their motivations impact their engagement and interactions during their clinical practice experiences? 

Theoretical Perspective
	We utilized a theoretical perspective guided by the tenets of Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Ryan & Vansteenkiste, 2023). SDT offers a comprehensive framework to understand human motivation and has been extensively explored within the context of education (Bowling et al., 2020; Parker & Bowling, 2024; Patall et al., 2019; Reeve, 1998; Reeve & Cheon, 2021). One way researchers can conceptualize motivation is through the fulfillment of one’s basic psychological needs, which include autonomy, competence, and relatedness. When all three basic psychological needs are fulfilled, increased motivation, well-being, and personal growth outcomes can be observed (Ryan & Vansteenkiste, 2023). 
Within this specific study, we explored teacher candidates’ motivation through how they experienced agency during their placement. Agency refers to the driving force behind an individual's desire to influence their conditions (Reeve & Jang, 2022). For preservice teachers, agency is crucial in teacher education, as it allows them to take action to fulfill their psychological needs (Matos et al., 2018). 

Purpose & Research Question
This case study explores [UNIVERSITY] agriculture teacher candidates' perceived agency during their clinical practice experiences. Teacher candidates encounter a range of emotions, interactions, and experiences during these placements, which expose them to both positive and negative motivational experiences as they cultivate their agency as educators. This research was guided by the question: How do [UNIVERSITY] teacher candidates experience agency during clinical practice? 

Methods
	We approached this research with a holistic case study approach (Merriam, 1998), exploring the intersections of the phenomenon, experiencing agency, and the context, teacher candidates’ clinical practice experience. Case study scholars (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2002) suggest researchers approach case study design through a constructivist perspective, where participants take an active role in constructing their knowledge and understanding of the world around them. A literature review was conducted to establish connections to the theoretical perspective (Merriam, 1998) that links the concept of agency to supporting individuals' basic psychological needs, thereby fostering autonomous motivation (Reeve & Cheon, 2021). We bound our case by the 2024-2025 [UNIVERSITY] teacher candidate cohort, exploring the phenomenon of how they experience agency during their clinical practice (Stake, 1995). The researchers included a faculty member and a student from the institution who actively engaged with teacher candidates outside of the research. We acknowledge and bracket our biases related to our close proximity to the teacher candidate cohort and research interests in supporting early career SBAE teachers.

Participant Recruitment and Demographics 
	A purposive sampling technique was utilized to explore the case within the context of the 2024-2025 [UNIVERSITY] teacher candidate cohort, which included 13 teacher candidates. A recruitment email was sent to all candidates in January 2025, inviting them to participate in the study. Out of the 13 teacher candidates, six agreed to participate. Participants ranged in age from 20 to 22 years old, and three self-identified as female and three self-identified as male. Of the six participants, five indicated they had previous experience as high school agriculture students. Experiences of their cooperating placement sites varied. Three of the participants had cooperating teachers who were in their first year as mentor teachers. Participants were given pseudonyms to protect their confidentiality.

Design, Data Collection, and Data Analysis 
	Within case study design, Merriam (1998) suggests using multiple sources of data. The primary data source was collected through two focus groups. We scheduled two interview dates, each with three participants. Focus groups were recorded on Zoom and transcribed verbatim using TurboScrib. We utilized two secondary data sources: video-recorded classroom and researcher memoing. Video observations were part of participants' [UNIVERSITY] credentialing requirements and were uploaded to GoReact, an online teaching tool paid by [UNIVERSITY] to provide feedback on 15- to 20-minute lessons. Participants uploaded videos at four different points during data collection. Both researchers memoed after each focus group to draw on connections between previous literature and participants’ lived experiences. The video observations and memos provided data triangulation during the analysis. A three-step coding process (open, axial, and selective) allowed for themes to be constructed by participants (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Validation strategies were employed to maintain credibility and trustworthiness (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Findings
[bookmark: _Int_ZLqfQxjl]As the data emerged, it became evident that participants described a clear delineation of how they experienced agency and how they did not. Two main themes emerged to answer the guiding research question: agency-thwarting obstacles and agency-supporting gateways. 

Agency-Thwarting Obstacles 
Low Self-Efficacy 
Participants identified feeling a lack of confidence relating to advising students SAE programs, meeting expectations of state competencies and standards, and their overall ability to be a classroom teacher. Teaching science standards was a common area of low efficacy that participants agreed on. Jonathan stated, “teaching Ag Biology has been tougher than I expected...and I think it is because they have to hit certain standards...so there is a little bit less freedom." When participants did not feel confident, they expressed low motivation toward overcoming this internal obstacle. 

Adapting with Limited Support
	The second obstacle participants experienced was having to adapt with limited support. Some participants received a clear outline of the courses they taught, while others were given less than a week's notice when they started teaching a new class or section. For the participants who did not have a clear outline, they were constantly reacting to the changes without feeling supported by their cooperating teachers. Christina shared an example where her cooperating teacher informed her she would be teaching veterinary science the following Monday. When Christina arrived at school that Monday, her cooperating teacher changed her vet science class to earth science. Christina had spent the entire weekend preparing to teach veterinary science and had to switch to a class for which she was unprepared. Christina reflected that not having enough time and resources to prepare was demotivating for her. As novice teachers, the participants felt as though they were not provided with sufficient support to meet the expectations of their cooperating teachers. 

Juggling Multiple Tasks
	The subtheme of juggling multiple tasks emerged through participants identifying the various tasks and “hoops” that they needed to jump through to earn their teaching credential. For participants, juggling multiple tasks thwarted their ability to explore their agency. Tasks included submitting weekly lesson plans, passing edTPA, attending class weekly, coaching CDE teams, taking on responsibilities of a teacher, finding balance in their personal lives, applying and searching for jobs, and some commuting more than 45 minutes to their placement site. Participants also recognized the importance of these tasks in order to accomplish the goal of obtaining their teaching credential. For participants, juggling these tasks was motivationally thwarting as they expressed uncertainty about what to prioritize and how to do it. 

Unhelpful Feedback 
Participants sought feedback to grow and develop as novice teachers. The role of feedback in supporting participants’ agency was to ensure that the decisions and choices made were correct and/or approved by the cooperating teacher. However, participants described feedback from their cooperating teachers in an untimely manner, some reporting it would be weeks or days after their lessons. Jonathan stated, “Sometimes I receive feedback three days after I teach a lesson, and it’s usually negative...it’s not beneficial...I’m so far removed from that lesson... It’s already out of my mind.” Tom has a similar story to share about receiving unhelpful feedback: 
I do receive feedback, and it's usually areas for growth, with nothing positive. It comes three weeks after the fact, and all the things just build up. It feels like a long list of things I wish I had known right after that lesson.
Participants expressed frustration with receiving delayed and mostly negative feedback from their cooperating teachers, making it hard to apply that feedback effectively or improve future lessons. They emphasized the importance of timely and balanced feedback to support their growth as novice teachers.

Agency-Supporting Gateways 
Constructive Mentor Relationship
	The first way participants felt supported in exploring their agency during the clinical placement by describing the relationship established with their cooperating teacher. Building a personal connection enables a reciprocal interaction where the teacher candidate feels comfortable asking questions, seeking advice, and acknowledging failure. Jake shared a story about how his cooperating teacher reframed a challenging day of teaching, “I defined it as a failure…and when I talked to my CT, she asked me questions…By the end of the conversation, I knew what I was going to do differently the next day.” Interactions between cooperating teachers and teacher candidates, as Jake described, allowed participants to recognize opportunities to explore their agency. 

Ability to Self-Reflect
	In order for participants to recognize that they were experiencing agency, they had to self-reflect on their ability to influence their environment (e.g. their clinical placement experience). From the beginning, Tom was a self-reflective individual who is intentional in his action. Tom shared a story about his cooperating teacher giving him a list of things to work on in the classroom. He followed up by saying:
I didn't want to only be fueled by guilt when I'm trying to improve…A quote I found recently states, ‘My students don’t deserve a loser teacher.’ I try to keep my students in the back of my mind and do what's best for them, not necessarily to please my CT. 
Just like Tom, other participants agreed that they often found themselves sifting through the feedback their cooperating teacher gave them and had to choose what to focus on. Some participants did not receive feedback from cooperating teachers unless they requested it. This required participants to identify their own growth areas and reflect on their improvement to increase their motivation to explore their agency. 

Seek Opportunities to Be Challenged 
	Participants were motivated to pursue opportunities to experience something new. Abby described a challenge for her was students’ misbehavior, “I think it’s really valuable and important to be able to get the experience and know how to navigate challenging situations with students…I have been trying different strategies with the support of my CT.” Further, Sam explained how she seeks out challenges, “I had the opportunity to manage a huge floral order for a community member…My CT let me take the lead…I had to organize students, check arrangements, and deliver the order…that was the first time I had done a floral order.” Sam went on to explain that she had never thought she would teach floral design, but accepting the floral order offered a new perspective. Being challenged gave participants the chance to engage and positively influence their environment.

Conclusions, Implications, and Future Directions
	Findings from this study align with previous findings that relate to motivationally supportive and thwarting mechanisms in teacher preparation (Bowling et al., 2025). However, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of this study as we explore a specific case of teacher candidates at [UNIVERSITY]. While the findings are unique to this specific case, several transferable findings can be used to support teacher candidate motivation during their clinical practice. First, the findings suggest describing challenges through the analogy of an obstacle rather than a barrier. A barrier implies that teacher candidates cannot overcome the thwarting mechanism; however, an obstacle may present a temporary hurdle (Kaplan & Madjar, 2017). In order to overcome a barrier, timely and accessible resources are needed for teacher candidates to explore their motivation through their agency in clinical practice. Secondly, we emphasize the importance of a positive and collaborative mentorship relationship between the cooperating teacher and the teacher candidate. One of the most stress-inducing aspects of the clinical placement experience was feeling overwhelmed by the various tasks and responsibilities without the support mechanisms provided by the cooperating teacher (Bowling et al., 2025). Lastly, teacher candidates recognize the growth that needs to be experienced during the clinical practice experience and seek out challenges to add to their tool belt. The breadth and depth of content and pedagogical knowledge required for novice SBAE teachers necessitate self-reflection and motivation to seek out opportunities for growth. Specifically, not feeling competent in their own ability to teach is motivationally thwarting (Kaplan & Madjar, 2017). 
Understanding motivation is an ongoing process, and this research contributes to how teacher candidates can conceptualize their engagement and interaction within the complex environment of a clinical placement (Bowling, 2017; Schunk et al., 2014). 

Future Directions for Practice 
	Clinical placement supervisors are encouraged to emphasize matching teacher candidates with mentors who will support their autonomy and exploration of agency during the clinical practice experience. Further, teacher preparation instructors should integrate agency-supportive mechanisms into coursework. This may emerge as opportunities to ask questions, influence how learning outcomes are met, and/or have a say in what topics are covered in class based on prior experience or interests. 

Future Directions for Research 
	Future research should include interviewing cooperating teachers to explore their perception of how teacher candidates can influence and engage during clinical practice. Additionally, longitudinal studies should explore the motivational outcomes of novice in-service teachers to understand how to integrate motivational tenets into teacher preparation programs. Further research should explore how mentors can dive into fostering conversations with teacher candidates to support their agency. 
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