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Putting Students in the “Driver’s Seat” of Education:
How Agricultural Education Teachers Establish Autonomous Learning Environments
Introduction/Need for Research


A controlled learning environment is one in which student’s behaviors, emotions, and learning outcomes are controlled mostly by the teacher (Reeve, 2009). Conditions common to a controlling learning environment can include strategies that only address the teacher’s perspective of learning, verbal and non-verbal pressures for students to think or behave in certain ways, and use of only external motivators to reach intended learning outcomes (Reeve, 2009). It is more common for U.S. teachers to establish learning environments with higher levels of control (Newby, 1991). Highly controlled learning environments happen for several reasons including pressure from school leaders (pressure from above), student resistance to engage in learning (pressure from below), or the inability or reluctance of teachers to effectively present content in ways that relinquishes a level of control to the student learner (pressure from within) (Reeve, 2009). 

The opposite of a controlled learning environment is known as an autonomy-supportive learning environment. One of the highest priorities in an autonomy-supportive learning environment is providing learners with a level of choice and ownership in their learning (Ryan & Deci, 2000). This type of environment can be established by providing learner-focused methods, encouraging students to contribute their beliefs and opinions of the topic, and establishing contexts for students to learn regulatory practices of their skills and beliefs. A review of literature revealed 44 empirically based research articles identifying the benefits of teacher provided autonomy-supportive learning environments including student motivation, engagement, development, learning, performance, and psychological well-being (Reeve, 2009).  
Theoretical Framework


Self-determination theory proposes that all humans have an internal need to experience combinations of competence, relatedness, and autonomy to sustain motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Competence is one’s feelings that they have mastered or are mastering their behaviors and abilities. Relatedness is an emotion that one belongs to a group or groups of persons. Autonomy is having control, choice, and meaning of one’s surroundings (Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 2008). Research suggests that there is an internal need for later childhood and adolescent age youth to experience competence, relatedness, and autonomy in classroom settings (Assor, Kaplan, & Roth, 2002; Feldman & Quartman, 1988). An autonomy-supportive learning environment is structured around these three characteristics (Deci & Ryan, 1985). 

Researchers have conceptualized teaching practices that foster autonomous learning environments (Bergin & LaFave, 2009; Reeve, 2009). These practices include the use of intrinsic motivational strategies, rationale for learning expectations, non-controlling language, patience for student progress, and acknowledgement of negative student affects. School based agricultural education programs can potentially fulfill the internal needs of students proposed by self-determination theory when teachers provide an autonomous learning environment by incorporating these practices. The current study seeks to identify specific strategies utilized by school based agricultural education teachers to provide autonomous learning environments.  
Methodology


The purpose of this multiple case study was to identify specific strategies of [State] agricultural education teachers used to create autonomous learning environments in school based agricultural education programs. A sample of [State] agricultural education teachers (n = 9) in five high schools were included based on their proximity to the researchers due to time and budget constraints (Creswell, 2007). Individual interviews, group interviews, and classroom observations were utilized to fulfill the purpose of the study. Interview questions were created based on instructional behaviors conceptualized by autonomous teaching research (Bergin & LaFave, 2009; Reeve, 2009). Interviews and observations were transcribed and analyzed to identify common themes for strategies to establish autonomous learning environments. 
Results/Findings


The researchers identified common themes from the interviews (see Table 1) of how [State] agricultural education teachers establish autonomous learning environments. 
	Table 1.
	

	Common Themes Emerging of How Autonomous Learning Environments are Established 

	Conceptual Area
	Common Themes

	     Inner Motivational Resources
	Teachers should identify, incorporate, and utilize student interests when developing lessons
Teachers should provide learning activity options as well as options within learning activities to students

	     Rationale for Learning
	Teachers should establish clear terminal results and how those results can affect students on a global scale

	     Teacher’s Language
	Teachers are the authority, but should use language that portrays an equalized relationship

	     Patience
	Teachers should provide activities that allow students to work at their own pace 

	     Student’s Negative Feelings
	Teachers should address and utilize student’s negative emotions to alter or improve future learning activities 


Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations


Autonomy-supportive teachers have the potential to interject a unique element of student engagement into classrooms that could potentially benefit student learning outcomes. It can be concluded that [State] agricultural education teachers participating in the current study incorporate specific autonomous teaching approaches into their educational strategies using a variety of techniques. Although the scope and inferential power of the current research is limited, it does present practical implications for educators to use in fostering autonomous learning environments. It is recommended that continued research be conducted to identify unidentified strategies used to foster autonomous learning. Future research should address the level of teaching experience, teacher personality and/or motivating style, and teacher ability to implement autonomous learning opportunities. Further investigation in this area of teaching and learning could benefit the existing body of autonomous teaching literature and agricultural education literature. 
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