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An Assessment of the Pre-Service Needs of Student Teachers in Supporting the SAE Portion of Agriculture Education and Demographic Differences that Impact Student Need
Introduction/Need for Research
In the Distinguished Lecture to the American Association of Agricultural Educators (AAAE) in

2005, Gary Moore posed the following question to those in attendance, “In your state, which circle is the smallest?” The three circles being referred to were the traditional three circles depicting the components of a complete agricultural education program: Classroom instruction, FFA and SAE. Ninety-five percent of the audience members, using electronic responders recorded results that indicated that SAE was the smallest sector.  Dr. Moore also offered the same issue to those attending the National Association of Supervised Agriculture Educators (NASAE) conference and the results were similar.  SAEs are the shrinking share of educational focus and research into this cause is essential to grow the share back to equality (Moore, 2005, 2006).  
Conceptual Framework

The focus of SAE’s is not new and continually surfaces as a focus area.  Sutphin and Newcomb (1983) reported that 98% of respondents from a national survey of agricultural educators and administrators believe that SAEs should be required of all high school vocational agriculture students.   Previous research has linked the educational value of an SAE to student achievement and knowledge (Cheek, Arrington, Carter, & Randall 1994; Dyer & Osborne, 1996).  Newcomb, McCracken, Warmbrod, and Whittington (2004) reported that SAEs allow students to apply practices and principles learned in the classroom and develop new skills and abilities while being involved in these projects. Case and Stewart (1985) indicated that students with both ownership and placement SAE projects came from schools with stronger programs. In other words, strong SAE student involvement is linked to strong programs.

Considering the high value of SAEs and concern for their representation in the educational process, it is important to complete needs assessment for student teachers that will prepare them for improving the profession and increase the quality of SAE educational activities.  Previous involvement in FFA and choice of academic major may also determine the need for pre-educational program planning.
Methodology

Date was collected in 2009 by inviting all (State) teacher trainer programs to participate in an assessment survey that centered on SAEs and activities related to SAE activities.  Four of the eight (State) teacher training universities agreed to participate in this study, which involved 72 student teachers planning to student teach in the coming semester.  A Cronbach’s alpha (.80) determined the strength of internal reliability of the survey using ordinal data points.  
The survey instrument included one section to measure self-perceived importance and knowledge in basic areas of SAEs.  A second section included specific competency questions related to SAEs and recording the experience.  Each of these sections were routed to (state) teacher trainers for input and edited to a final version. 
In relation to assessment, two approaches were utilized.  One assessment approach was to list general areas of pre-service teacher training, and applies the Borich Model for needs assessment (Borich, 1980) to create mean weighted discrepancy scores (MWDS) to measure pre-service priority needs.  A second approach was to score competency questions, which can be ranked and used as a second measure of pre-service educational needs.  Analysis of Variance was utilized to determine significant differences in each assessment area by academic major and previous involvement in FFA.
Results/Findings

Student’s choices of academic major were mostly general agriculture (41%) with others including animal science (30%), leadership (11%), agriculture mechanics (9%), agribusiness (7%) and horticulture (3).  Nearly two-thirds of respondents (63%) were previously active as an FFA member.  
Students priority needs by ranked mean weighted discrepancy score were classroom teaching (2.13), research SAEs (2.06), placement SAEs (1.87), exploratory SAEs (1.83), entrepreneurship SAEs (1.74) and FFA development events (1.65).   Competency across all 15 questions resulted in a low score of 62% competency across all areas.  The 15 questions segmented into discrepancy areas showed fewer competencies in entrepreneurship SAEs (58%) than reported in MWDS values and higher competency in areas of research SAEs (74%).
There were also significant differences in values by academic major for both weighted discrepancy and competency scores.  Students choosing academic majors of horticulture and agribusiness reported high discrepancy scores for entrepreneurship and placement aspects of SAEs (p<.05), but showed significantly higher scores in competency questions.  Previous active involvement in FFA activities was not significantly different in discrepancy or competency values.
Conclusions
This study compares two approaches for needs assessment areas of pre-service teachers for the SAE portion of agriculture education.   Self-perceived needs assessment used solely as measure of prioritizing pre-service educational efforts may not be an appropriate measure.  This study illustrated that competency scores differed from ranked discrepancy scores.  Previous involvement in FFA activities was not found to be significantly different in relation to self perceived student needs or student’s knowledge of SAEs, but academic major may offer insight into student pre-service needs.  Likely a wider reaching and more in-depth study could validate these initial findings.
Implications

Solely utilizing a commonly used discrepancy model for pre-service teachers may result in a focused effort that creates less than desirable results.  Student competency testing may result in more accurate results, which are likely to determine students prepared to enter the profession and address priority needs such as SAEs.  The implications from this study are to develop university materials that address needed areas related to SAEs.  Addressing these shortcomings prior to even student teaching can increase student success and raise program quality.   
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