Choosing How to Work and How to Live: Self-Determination Across Work and Home Contexts of School-Based Agricultural Education Teachers

Abstract

Teaching is a complex, relational profession in which work and personal lives are deeply intertwined, particularly for school-based agricultural education teachers whose extended professional roles often blur boundaries between work and home. Guided by self-determination theory, this explanatory sequential mixed methods study examined agriculture teachers’ perceived self-determination, defined as perceived choice and awareness of self, across work and home contexts. In the quantitative phase, 245 SBAE teachers completed a modified Perceived Choice and Awareness of Self Scale. Results indicated that teachers reported significantly higher self-determination at home than at work, with large effect sizes for total self-determination and both subconstructs. Median-split profiling identified four work/home self-determination profiles (High/High, High/Low, Low/High, Low/Low), highlighting meaningful variation across contexts. The qualitative phase used maximum-variation sampling to interview teachers representing each profile. Findings revealed that work and home self-determination were experienced as interacting rather than balanced domains, with autonomy often negotiated through boundaries, departmental norms, and home-based supports. Recommendations emphasize autonomy-supportive practices across system levels, including reflective boundary negotiation by teachers, transparent workload norms within departments, sustainable expectations promoted by state leaders, and preservice preparation that frames autonomy as contextual and developmental.

Introduction

There is no question that the work of teaching is, in general, complex and multi-dimensional, creating a space where professional demands, decisions, identities, and environments intersect (Sato et al., 2025). Teachers of school-based agricultural education (SBAE) face similar professional and personal reciprocities, to a heightened degree with the added job responsibilities associated with their student leadership development and work-based learning supervision assignments (Torres et al., 2010). Despite these demands, many individuals are drawn to and remain in the profession of teaching SBAE because they find deep intrinsic value in the work, citing purpose, connection, and service as motivating forces (Ismail & Miller, 2021). Yet, even when teachers are driven by commitment and meaning, their roles often extend well beyond contractual expectations, creating persistent tension as they attempt to reconcile work and home contexts. This strain can negatively affect well-being, job satisfaction, and long-term career sustainability (Doss et al., 2023). Gaining insight into how teachers navigate these overlapping domains is essential to identifying what supports are necessary to cultivate healthier, more satisfying professional lives. 

	Emerging research suggests that how SBAE teachers talk about their experiences reveals important patterns in how they negotiate these contexts. Professional dialog is often positive, yet guarded, while personal exchanges are more limited due to fear of vulnerability and misunderstanding, and worries about loss of respect (Clemons et al., 2021). This guardedness highlights a persistent challenge: aligning one’s personal identity with the expectations and culture of the professional environment. Marsh et al. (2023) identified this alignment as a foundational need for SBAE teachers, emphasizing that clarity, congruence, and psychological safety are essential for meaningful professional learning and sustained engagement.

	Despite growing recognition of these challenges, there is limited research describing teachers’ experiences and ability to act with choice, clarity, or self-awareness across both work and home contexts. There is even less known about whether teachers experience these domains differently, how these differences manifest, or how combinations of work-home patterns shape their overall experiences as professionals. This gap constrains the field's ability to design meaningful supports that address the lived realities of SBAE teachers’ roles. 

Theoretical Perspective

	Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985) provides a valuable lens for exploring the dynamic contexts of SBAE teachers’ work and home lives. The comprehensive frame is used to understand human motivation, well-being, and optimal functioning. SDT proposes that individuals are more likely to experience high-quality motivation when the three basic human needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness are met. Autonomy refers to an individual's ability to act of their own volition and control their own life.  Competence describes how effective one feels within one’s own environment. Relatedness concerns a person's ability to have satisfying interpersonal relationships. 

These needs are universal and essential for psychological growth, the internalization of values, and sustained engagement (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In environments where these needs are supported, individuals experience more autonomous forms of motivation delineated by interest, personal endorsement, and self-awareness. Contrarily, when these needs are undermined, motivation becomes extrinsically driven, frequently resulting in stress, diminished well-being, and lower persistence. SDT conceptualizes motivation as a part of a continuum from controlled to autonomous rather than a simple intrinsic-extrinsic contrast (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Contexts where there are opportunities for meaningful choices, personal perspectives are acknowledged, informational feedback is offered, and supportive relationships are fostered help individuals internalize goals and act with greater autonomy. 

Within educational settings, SDT has been widely applied to understand teachers’ experiences of their work, illustrating that teachers who perceive higher autonomy and competence show greater satisfaction, commitment, and resilience. In agricultural education literature, Rada et al. (2025) found that satisfying these basic psychological needs strongly predicted professional commitment among Minnesota SBAE teachers. Individuals are more likely to persist in an environment when these needs are supported and will withdraw from those that undermine them. Considering the work and home lives of SBAE teachers are tightly interwoven, examining how autonomy and self-awareness manifest across contexts may offer important insights into teacher motivation, well-being, and retention. In this study, SDT provides the conceptual foundation for examining SBAE teachers’ perceived choice and self-awareness across their work and home life contexts.

Purpose and Research Objectives

The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study (QUAN → qual) was to examine California SBAE teachers’ perceived self-determination across work and home life contexts. To guide the initial quantitative portion of our study, we used the following research objectives.
Research Objective 1 (RO1): Describe the levels of self-determination among California SBAE teachers in their work and home contexts. (QUAN)
Research Objective 2 (RO2): Determine if there are any significant differences in SBAE teachers’ levels of self-determination between work and home life. (QUAN)
Research Objective 3 (RO3): Describe how California SBAE teachers are distributed across four self-determination profiles—High/High, High/Low, Low/High, and Low/Low—based on work and home total self-determination scores. (QUAN)

Aligning with explanatory sequential mixed methods procedures (Creswell & Clark, 2017), findings from the preceding research objectives informed the development of the interview protocol and guided the qualitative phase of the study.
Research Question 1 (RQ1): How do teachers with differing combinations of self-determination profiles explain the factors that influence their sense of autonomy and self-awareness across work and home life? (qual)

Methods

[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]We designed this explanatory sequential mixed methods study (QUAN → qual), guided by pragmatic epistemology, to explore California SBAE teachers’ perceived self-determination across their work and home life contexts. This pragmatic worldview allowed us to value objective and subjective insights, leveraging quantitative data to find patterns and relationships, further enhancing these findings through a qualitative phase exploring participants’ lived experiences (Creswell & Clark, 2017; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). Staying true to explanatory sequential design (QUAN → qual), we conducted this study in an initial quantitative phase, where findings addressing RO1, RO2, and RO3 were used to inform the second qualitative phase addressing RQ1 (Cresswell & Clark, 2017). 

Limitations

	While we attempted to gather data from the entire SBAE population in California, not all teachers opted to participate, and we did not track reasons for nonparticipation. During the quantitative phase, we relied on Lindner et al.'s (2001) recommendations to address the lack of respondents. There was a significant difference in the total work self-determination score based on early or late response groups, suggesting potential nonresponse bias. We employed a second method to control nonresponse error by completing a regression analysis using days to respond as a predictor of total self-determination score (Lindner et al., 2001). Regression results were not significant for either the work or home context, indicating that response timing was not related to self-determination levels. Based on these mixed results, some degree of nonresponse bias may be present for work-related self-determination; however, the lack of association between response time and key study variables suggests any potential bias is minimal.

During the qualitative portion of our study, we employed advice from Lincoln and Guba (1985) to minimize redundancy and maximize data value via peer debriefing (credibility), supplying rich description (transferability), keeping audit trails (dependability), and coding collaboratively (confirmability). We believe these findings contribute to discussions concerning SBAE teacher autonomy and how it surfaces in their work and home life. However, we acknowledge the findings may not be generalizable to other states or their teaching populations.

Subjectivity Statement

Acknowledging the importance of investigator and participant interaction, we upheld a constructivist lens that supports an interpersonal approach (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). We opted to bracket our biases (Creswell & Poth, 2025). Our research team consisted of three university faculty members, each bringing their own agricultural education and faculty backgrounds, as well as experiences providing professional learning to SBAE teachers across California. We recognize that these experiences impact our views and the design of our study, beginning with topic selection and continuing to surface through the construction of our interview questions and the interpretation of our results.

Phase One (QUAN)	
Instrument Design

	We used a modified version of the Perceived Choice and Awareness of Self Scale (PCASS), formerly known as the Self-Determination Scale (Sheldon & Deci, 1996), to assess individual differences in perceived choice and self-awareness. The instrument has good internal consistency (α = .85-.93) (Sheldon & Deci, 1996), originally consisting of 10 items where participants were asked to estimate which of a pair of statements felt truer to them on a 5-point Likert-type scale. A sample pair of statements on the original instrument would be “I always feel like I choose the things I do” (5 points), versus “I sometimes feel that it’s not really me choosing the things I do” (1 point). Participants would select a point on the scale (1 through 5) that was closest to either pole. We modified items to account for the context they were being considered to create a final instrument with 20 items: 10 for the work context and 10 for the home context. As an example, “I always feel like I choose the things I do at work” or “I always feel like I choose the things I do at home”. A pilot of the modified instrument was conducted in another state (n = 20) and indicated good internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .84; Cronbach, 1951).

Participants

We conducted a census of California SBAE teachers using a database of teachers from the state agriculture teachers’ association. After removing teachers who did not meet the criteria of being current secondary teachers of agriculture, our frame was 1048 teachers. We collected 245 valid responses (23.38%). Participants averaged over 12 years of teaching (M = 12.33, SD = 9.96), ranging from 1 to 40 years. Table 1 characterizes the respondents who were primarily female (n = 161, 65.7%), not Hispanic or Latino (n = 189, 77.1%), and White (n = 213, 86.9%). Teachers taught in every region of California, and most (n = 223, 91%) taught at public high schools and were certified via a university teacher preparation program (n = 223, 82.9%).

	Table 1

	Characteristics of Participants (n = 245)

	Characteristic
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Gender
	
	

	Female
	161
	65.7

	Male
	78
	31.8

	Prefer not to say
	6
	2.4

	Ethnicity
	
	

	Not Hispanic or Latino
	189
	77.1

	Hispanic or Latino
	37
	15.1

	Prefer not to say
	19
	.07

	Race
	
	

	White
	213
	86.9

	Other
	16
	6.5

	American Indian or Alaska Native
	6
	2.4

	Prefer not to say
	6
	2.4

	Asian
	3
	1.2

	Black or African American
	1
	.4

	Region of Teaching
	
	

	San Joaquin Region
	59
	24.1

	Central Region
	53
	21.6

	South Coast Region
	43
	17.6

	Southern Region
	32
	13.1

	Superior Region
	31
	13.1

	North Coast Region
	23
	9.4

	Prefer not to say
	4
	1.6

	School Type
	
	

	Public High School
	223
	91.0

	Public Middle School
	12
	4.9

	Private High School
	6
	2.4

	Prefer not to say
	4
	1.6

	Certification Type
	
	

	University Certified
	203
	82.9

	Alternatively Certified
	42
	17.1



Data Analysis

	Quantitative data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Science Research (SPSS). Total items for work and home life were averaged to create a total self-determination score for each context (work and home). We calculated means for total work and home self-determination, along with the sub-constructs of perceived choice and awareness of self, to address our first research question and describe the levels of self-determination among SBAE teachers in their work and home contexts. Descriptive summary statistics include means and standard deviations. A paired samples t-test was used to determine if there were significant differences between the levels of self-determination between participants’ work and home life, with alpha levels set at .05 a priori, to address our second research question. 

To determine self-determination profiles, we used median-split profiling to sort for our purposeful sampling application (Iacobucci et al., 2015). We computed the sample median for total self-determination in each domain (work median = 3.70; home median = 4.20). Scores greater than the median were coded “High”; scores less than or equal to the median were coded “Low.” Crossing the two domains produced four profiles comparing work and home (Work/Home): High/High (HH), High/Low (HL), Low/High (LH), and Low/Low (LL). To verify the robustness of the median-split groupings, we conducted independent-samples t-tests to compare teachers classified as “high” versus “low” on their self-determination scores in each domain (Rucker et al., 2015). Teachers in the high work group scored significantly higher in work self-determination than those in the low group, t(243) = −21.22, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.44. Similarly, teachers in the high home group reported significantly greater self-determination than those in the low group, t(243) = −19.26, p < .001, d = 0.51. These results confirm that the median splits produced meaningfully distinct groups.

Phase Two (qual)	

For the qualitative phase of this study, researchers explored RQ 1 through a pragmatic worldview and an interpretivist epistemological lens (Creswell & Poth, 2025). As mentioned earlier, the researchers are former SBAE teachers whose previous experience may influence data collection and analysis. As a research team, we acknowledge and set aside our biases regarding our own beliefs of work and home life.

Interview Design

	A semi-structured interview protocol was created based on the quantitative findings. A ten-question protocol (Table 2) was created and reviewed by the research team. A pilot interview was conducted to refine questions that aimed to explore SBAE perceived choices in their work and personal lives (Creswell and Poth, 2025). Further, probing questions were used to elicit detailed responses and examples from participants. 

	Table 2

	Qualitative Interview Protocol 

	Question

	1. Tell me about your current teaching role and agriculture program

	2. Can you tell me about a recent success at work that felt especially meaningful to you?

	3. Can you tell me about a recent challenge at work that you stuck with, even when it was hard? 

	4. Where do you have choice in your work?

	5. What about when you don’t have choice in your work?

	6. I want to switch gears to thinking about your personal life. Can you tell me where you have choice in your personal life?  

	7. What about when you don’t have choice in your personal life?

	8. What advice would you give to others about the life of an ag teacher? What choices have you made that informed this advice? 

	9. Are there aspects of your personal life that drain you motivation at work? Or vice versa? 

	10. When you step back and look at your work and home lives together, what is one word that describes how your motivation in these two spaces fits (or doesn’t fit) together?  



Participants

From phase one, four quantitatively derived profiles informed the purposeful selection of interviewees to explore how teachers with differing configurations explain factors shaping their self-determination across work and home. Profiles (Work/Home; HH, HL, LH, LL) guided maximum-variation sampling for interviews. Using a random number generator, we invited between nine and 12 participants in each profile to participate. Of the 40 participants invited to participate in the qualitative interviews, 12 agreed. Demographic characteristics of phase two participants were described in Table 3. We used pseudonyms to protect participant anonymity. Recruitment continued until themes were well established (Creswell & Poth, 2025).

	Table 3
Qualitative Participant Demographic Characteristics 

	Pseudonym 
	Gender
	Years Teaching
	Work
	Home

	Elena 
	F
	2
	Low
	Low

	Paige
	F
	3
	Low
	Low

	Noelle
	F
	4
	Low
	High

	Isabel
	F
	7
	Low
	Low

	Trevor
	M
	7
	Low
	High

	Whiteny
	F
	8
	Low
	Low

	Cassandra
	F
	11
	High 
	High

	Garrett
	M
	13
	Low
	Low

	Owen
	M
	14
	Low
	Low

	Holly
	F
	15
	Low
	High

	Kyle
	M
	15
	Low
	Low

	Colin
	M
	17
	Low
	High



Data Collection
	
	Qualitative interview data were collected via Zoom, with participants’ responses audio-recorded to ensure accurate recall and reflection. Furthermore, interviews ranged in length from 27 to 51 minutes. Audio recordings were transcribed and used to analyze data. In addition to interview transcripts, the researcher kept detailed field notes and used peer debriefing to uphold rigor and transparency throughout the study. 

Data Analysis

	To analyze the qualitative data, we used an inductive thematic analysis to identify, analyze, and report patterns in the data (Braun & Clarke, 2008). Braun and Clarke (2008) state that patterns can be presented as themes, organized in a coherent, narrative approach. We used transcripts as raw data, allowing emergent themes to narrate a storyline that explored participants’ perceived choices and motivations in their work and home lives. We followed a six phase thematic analysis process guided by Bruan and Clarke (2008): (1) Familiarized ourselves with the data, (2) generated initial codes, (3) searched for emergent themes, (4) reviewed themes to compare against the entire data set, (5) defined and named themes, and (6) compiled a thematic storyline to report as the findings. Further, we used field notes to compare initial conclusions with emergent themes (Bruan & Clarke, 2008). To code data, we used a three-step coding process guided by Corbin and Strauss (1990). We initially open-coded all transcripts and field notes to let codes emerge from participants’ experiences. Subsequently, we used axial coding to identify connections among codes. Finally, we used selective coding to ensure that the final themes were connected to RQ 1.  

Trustworthiness and Validation
	
We engaged in various strategies to ensure both internal and external validity and reliability (Merriam, 1998). Internal validity and reliability were maintained through member checks, an audit trail, and the disclosure of our biases. To improve external validity, we aimed for maximum variation in sampling across profiles, provided raw descriptions, documented sampling procedures in detail, and connected findings to existing literature.  
 
Findings

	The purpose of this study was to examine California SBAE teachers’ perceived self-determination across work and home life contexts. The study was guided by three research objectives (QUAN) and one research question (qual) as a part of an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design (Quan → qual) design.

Research Objectives (QUAN)

	For RO1, teacher self-determination, measured by the PCASS, was rated higher for home (M = 4.08, SD = 0.81) than for work life (M = 3.63, SD = 0.75) (Table 4). 

	Table 4
	
	

	Description of California SBAE Teachers’ Self-Determination at Work and Home (n = 245)

	
	Work
	Home

	Item
	M
	SD
	M
	SD

	Total Self-Determination
	3.63
	.75
	4.08
	.81

	Perceived Choice
	3.39
	.89
	3.85
	.97

	Awareness of Self
	3.87
	.81
	4.32
	.83


Note. Items used a scale of 1 to 5 to describe the level of self-determination between pairs of statements

Addressing RO2, a paired-samples t-test indicated a significant difference between work and home for total self-determination, t(244) = −8.64, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.82, reflecting a large effect size (Cohen, 1988). Similar patterns were found for subconstructs (Table 5), with significant differences and large effect sizes (Cohen, 1988).

	Table 5
	
	

	Comparison of California SBAE Teachers’ Self-Determination at Work and Home (n = 245)

	Item
	t(244)
	p
	Cohen’s d

	Work Self-Determination vs. Home Self-Determination
	-8.64
	<.001
	.82

	Work Perceived Choice vs. Home Perceived Choice
	-6.16
	<.001
	1.15

	Work Awareness of Self vs. Home Awareness of Self
	-9.64
	<.001
	.73


Note. Negative t-values indicate higher scores at home. Effect sizes (Cohen’s d) reflect the magnitude of differences, with values of .20 = small, .50 = medium, and .80 = large (Cohen, 1988).

	Concerning RO3, Median splits for work and home total self-determination yielded cell sizes of HH (n = 83, 33.9%), HL (n = 40, 16.3%), LH (n = 44, 18.0%), and LL (n = 78, 31.8%) among n = 245 (Work/Home; Table 6).

	Table 6
	
	

	Profiles of California SBAE Teachers’ Self-Determination at Work and Home (n = 245)

	Profile
	Work
	Home
	n
	%

	High/High (HH)
	High
	High
	83
	33.9

	High/Low (HL)
	High
	Low
	40
	16.3

	Low/High (LH)
	Low
	High
	44
	18.0

	Low/Low (LL)
	Low
	Low
	78
	31.8


Note. Profiles were created using median splits of total self-determination scores for work and home contexts. “High” = scores above the median; “Low” = scores at or below the median. Work = self-determination at work; Home = self-determination at home. Profiles are listed Work/Home: LL = Low/Low; LH = Low/High; HL = High/Low; HH = High/High.

Research Question One (qual)
 
The qualitative findings are presented in three themes that capture participants’ overlapping patterns. Pseudonyms and accompanying profiles (Work/Home; LL, LH, HL, HH) are used with direct quotations from transcribed data. The findings reflect the overall analysis, examining the interplay between participants' descriptions of their work and home choices and integrating these into their lives as a single entity rather than as separate spheres. For participants, it was clear that SBAE teachers cannot separate their lives, and prioritizing responsibilities was at the forefront of the examples provided. 

Theme 1: When Choice Feels Like an Obligation 

	For participants, choice was conceptualized in various ways, from the choice to design curriculum, the choice to coach CDE and LDE teams, to the choice to take on responsibility within the department. Elena (LL) had expertise and a passion for teaching floral design, “I am the only floral teacher, I can make my own curriculum, make my own choices for fundraisers, and activities we participate in.” However, Elena expressed tension when deciding to take on floral orders for the community, “I can’t say no and I agreed to do the floral arrangement for prom, which was during state finals. After our school was done competing at state finals, we rushed back to fill the order.” Elena described how challenging it is to engage with the community while also maintaining boundaries. 

Garrett (LL), who recently took a step back as department chair stated, “I worked really hard to build the program to what it is, and I am sitting here watching it kind of fall apart.” Garrett discussed his pride in the school's pumpkin patch and successful student SAE projects; however, after stepping down as department chair, he has observed membership decline and outstanding administrative tasks. “I find myself stepping in and just doing stuff because I can’t stand to watch what is happening…it feels like I don’t have a choice not to,” stated Garrett. Garrett further explained that his priorities have recently shifted, as his wife began a graduate program. At one point during his career, Garrett was at work until 8 PM, “now I find myself home at about 4 PM, I must cook dinner…The harmony of responsibilities between work and home ebb and flow.” Like others, Garrett acknowledged he chose his wife (in other cases, partners, fiancés, husbands), a choice that, unlike deciding to coach a CDE team, is a personal intentional commitment that is maintained over time.  

Participants perceived autonomy within their work life aligned with classroom and FFA programmatic decisions. However, on the opposing side, autonomy at home was present but not discussed as extensively. Participants viewed home life choices as long-term commitments that aligned with their internalized identity, whereas perceived choices at work were seen as external tasks, often to support the needs of students, the community, or the department.
 
Theme 2: Autonomy-Enabled Overextension 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]	Participants clearly outlined their contractual expectations. For example, Whitney (LL) described school expectations, such as teaching 6 periods, attending meetings, follow state standards, support school norms, while also meeting departmental expectations, such as (but not limited to) coaching one CDE or LDE, supervising swine projects for the local county fair, supervising and planning local FFA events with chapter officer team, and maintain records of SAE projects for all students enrolled in her classes. “I coach El Credo, Impromptu, Livestock, and California Water Issues,” stated Whitney as she acknowledged that she coaches more teams than what is expected of her. Like other participants, Whitney admits that she has exceeded her department's expectations: “If I have students interested in being on a team, I try to give them the opportunity, even at the expense of my time.” While Whitney’s example may be just one instance of overextending herself, participants shared similar cases, especially in areas they cared deeply about.
	
Paige (LL) was experiencing pressure from the administration to teach another section of plant science, increasing her schedule from five periods to six. Paige expressed, “There was a choice to say no, but the program would lose those 25 students…I’ve worked really hard to build it, so there was a choice, but I feel like I had to take it.” Paige was in her early years of teaching, which may have contributed to the sense of needing to overextend her time.

	While participants reported having a choice, it often came at the expense of their time or well-being, as they prioritized work tasks or home responsibilities. On the opposing side, Holly (LH) expressed how fortunate she felt to work in a department whose values of prioritizing home responsibilities first resonated throughout her four-person team. She stated, “it’s a point of pride in our program…I want people to feel like they can do those things [have a baby and take leave] and not be punished for it.” Holly notes that the department supports one another and absorbs responsibilities when someone prioritizes a responsibility at home. For Holly, overextending her time was a value-based choice, rather than an obligation.  

Theme 3: Home Life as a Regulating Counterweight

[bookmark: _Int_5ksUT2R8]	Up to this point in the data, home life has been discussed in terms of a traditional model related to spouses and family. However, for some participants, home life operated implicitly through values, reflection, and self-regulation. Owen (LL) shared his passion for agriscience fair research projects and a state-level teaching award they recently received, while admitting that he had felt burned out at times. Owen has worked in a department that has seen turnover in the last few years. “It can be exhausting getting to know a new co-worker, it’s like starting a new marriage, it takes effort.” For Owen, when work is challenging, he turns to fitness for his physical and mental health. “I loved my health journey so much that I decided to become a certified fitness instructor, not because I need extra money, but simply because I enjoy it,” Owen said. Owen now integrates his passion for fitness into his work. Owen explained that students began planning FFA Chapter Events that aligned with the National FFA program standards.
	
Participants relied on individuals in their home lives to mitigate work-life stressors as well. Several participants mentioned therapy to find balance in their home and work lives; others relied on friends and family. Having a support system was an integral part of the way participants felt like they had autonomy in both spaces. In the last question of the interview, we asked participants, “What is one word that describes how your motivation in these two spaces fits (or doesn’t fit) together?” In no particular order, here are the responses: Purpose, passion, busy, chaotic, confusion, service, impact, energetic, priorities, flow, conflict, and intersect. The words described participants' self-determination on how their home and work lives interact, aligning with values and self-reflection about the complementary nature of the SBAE teacher experience.

Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations

This study examined SBAE teachers’ perceived self-determination across work and home life contexts. Teachers reported significantly higher perceived self-determination in their home life than in their work life. The large effect size suggests that, on average, SBAE teachers experience notably greater feelings of autonomy and self-awareness at home compared to at work. While not unexpected, these findings empirically confirm important motivational differences across the life domains of SBAE teachers and align with self-determination theory, which posits that autonomy-supportive contexts are critical for optimal functioning (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Results imply that secondary SBAE teachers’ professional environments may insufficiently support basic psychological needs for autonomy and self-awareness. Further, although patterns were evident within the data, we experienced difficulty identifying existing literature that directly aligned with or supported these findings. While these findings establish a clear difference in self-determination across life domains, they do not fully explain how SBAE teachers navigate these differences in practice.

A deeper interpretation of the findings revealed an ongoing tension between the work and home lives of SBAE teachers, evident across both the quantitative and qualitative phases of the study. Rather than experiencing work and home as domains to be balanced, participants described these contexts as interacting and overlapping, a pattern consistent with prior SBAE research that challenges traditional work-life balance narratives (Clemons et al., 2021; Traini et al., 2020). SBAE teachers distinguished between choices at home and work based on perceived importance and meaning. Work-related autonomy was framed as task-oriented and frequently motivated by student success, program expectations, and external demands. In contrast, home-related autonomy was described as personal and relational, often shaped by partners, friends, or family members, lending to sustained commitment and identity alignment. The cumulative weight of choices across contexts was frequently influenced by external pressures, resulting in a mental tug-of-war between prioritizing decisions perceived as more consequential and those that felt lighter or less cognitively and emotionally taxing.

Narratives revealed autonomy often entailed tension, particularly when professional choices conflicted with personal capacity and home responsibilities (Mombaers et al., 2023). Boundaries emerged as a central mechanism for self-reflection and regulation, often prompted by overcommitment. In this case, autonomy functioned not simply as the presence of choice, but as an ongoing process of negotiating limits across interacting contexts. From a self-determination perspective, this negotiation reflects the internalization of values and growing awareness of self within and across domains. Supporting SBAE teachers’ autonomy, therefore, involves attending to how teachers develop awareness of limits, interpret role expectations, and sustain commitments over time (Dikilitaş et al., 2019). Departmental culture appeared to play a critical role in shaping how expectations are defined and how responsibility loads are absorbed or redistributed, thereby influencing whether autonomy is supported or undermined in practice.

Future research should examine the breadth of work-home self-determination profiles identified in this study. Although maximum-variation sampling was used, the qualitative findings did not equally represent all four profiles, limiting the ability to draw profile-specific conclusions about how teachers navigate self-determination across work and home contexts. Additional qualitative work is needed to better understand underrepresented profiles, particularly teachers who report high self-determination in both domains and those who rely on home life as a compensatory source of autonomy. Longitudinal and case-study designs may further illuminate how teachers transition between profiles over time and how contextual support (e.g., number of teachers in the department, department leadership, department turnover, etc.) and career stage shape these patterns. Intentionally oversampling specific profiles and more directly integrating profile membership into interview protocols may strengthen future research in this area.

We propose recommendations scaffolded across different system components of SBAE. SBAE teachers are encouraged to engage in intentional reflection and boundary negotiation practices to help distinguish between authentic choice and perceived obligation, supporting sustainable autonomy across work and home contexts. Departments should work to establish transparent, shared norms for workload distribution and boundary support that normalize autonomy-supportive decision making and reduce individual overextension. State SBAE leaders and professional associations can strengthen teacher self-determination by articulating sustainable program expectations and promoting shared leadership models. Teacher educators should intentionally prepare preservice teachers to understand autonomy as contextual and developmental, equipping them with skills to navigate workload expectations, identity alignment, and boundary setting across career stages.
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