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THEME EDITOR COMMENTS

Experiential Learning in School-Based Agricultural 
Education: Still Vital Aft er All Th ese Years

by R. Kirby Barrick

Not often do we refl ect 
on how school-based 
agricultural education 
(SBAE) got its start. Sure 

we teach the origins of FFA in 1928. 
And at least at the college level we 
talk about the National Vocational 
Education Act (commonly called 
Smith-Hughes) of 1917. But before 
there was a student organization, and 
before there was a federally autho-
rized and funded teaching program in 
public schools, there was experiential 
learning in agriculture and natural 
sciences.

As early as the latter part of the 
19th century, rural schools (including 
elementary schools) were engaged in 
teaching students about nature, about 
science, and about agriculture. Of 
course we have to recall Rufus Stim-
son and the home project method. 
Stimson is often credited with being 
the founder of our modern-day super-
vised agricultural experience (SAE) 
program concept and practice.

Agriculture has obviously 
changed over the last hundred years. 
Instruction in (and about) agriculture 
in schools has changed dramatically 
as well. And while the notion of SAE 
has evolved from home project, to 
farming program, to SOE and to SAE, 
the need still exists to address these 
questions: what is it, what should it 
be, and how do we go about ensur-
ing that SAE remains a vital part of 
school-based agricultural education?

In January 2014, agricultural ed-
ucators across the country gathered in 
Indianapolis for the National Agricul-
tural Education Summit. In addition 
to the teachers, supervisors, teacher 
educators and others who were pres-
ent, many more participated via elec-
tronic connections. Participants heard 
from agriculture business and indus-
try, from state agriculture agencies, 
and from educators outside of SBAE. 
Some were formerly associated with 
SBAE while others had never had a 
personal involvement. Diffi cult ques-
tions were asked; some of those are 
summarized in articles within this 
issue, including remarks by Scott 
Stump, Matt Lohr, and James Stone.

Each of the professional educa-
tion partners met to discuss further 
the plans they have addressed for 
their respective groups. In this issue, 
Ken Couture speaks to the involve-
ment of NAAE and teachers, Jason 
Davis summarizes the plans of NA-
SAE, and Ryan Foor reports on the 
work of AAAE. Each state Team 
AgEd also met to think through what 
could and should be done at the state 
level to reinvigorate SAE as a part of 
school-based agricultural education.

The remaining articles in this is-
sue provide ideas that can be incorpo-
rated into local programs, from agri-
culture teachers Craig Kohn and Ka-
trina Swinehart, as well as some re-
cent fi ndings from an investigation of 
exemplary programs and what makes 
them exemplary by Eric Rubenstein.

The driving force behind these 
recent developments has been the 
National Council for Agricultural 
Education. The theme of the national 
summit in 2011 included SAE. A task 
force presented a report of the status 
and needs for renewing SAE, and a 
subsequent committee outlined (and 
gave the charge) for NAAE, NASAE, 
AAAE and The Council to move for-
ward in their individual and collec-
tive efforts.

While SBAE, instruction in and 
about agriculture, the FFA, and SAE 
have survived all these years, gone 
is the day when some state or fed-
eral authority provided mandates and 
funding. If school-based agricultural 
education is to continue to grow and 
prosper, and more specifi cally if SAE 
is going to continue to be recognized 
as vital to the program, then it is up 
to the profession to make it happen. 
Hopefully the ideas shared in this is-
sue of the magazine represent a step 
forward in that effort. 

Dr. R. Kirby Barrick is a Professor 
of Agricultural Education at the Uni-
versity of Florida and the Theme Edi-
tor for the May June issues The Agri-
cultural Education Magazine.

Due to the number and size of articles submitted for this issue, I did not include the “Editorial” segment.  Please 
enjoy the   information on “Experiential Learning in the 21st Century.   Harry N. Boone, Jr. Editor
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THEME ARTICLE

Reclaiming Prosser’s Promise
by Scott Stump

First and foremost I must 
confess that during my ten-
ure as a new agricultural 
educator at Manchester 

High School in North Central Indi-
ana, supervised agricultural educa-
tion (SAE) supervision and visits 
were not on the top of my priority 
list.  However, from where I cur-
rently see the world as Colorado’s 
State Director of Career and Tech-
nical Education, work-based and/or 
experiential learning opportunities 
for students are not just on my list, 
but are at the top of it.

This urgency around work-
based learning has been fueled by 
two non-related but equally im-
portant recent events.  Over the 
past two years, Colorado’s Gover-
nor, John Hickenlooper, has been 
working with communities across 
Colorado through a “bottom-up” 
approach to create a blueprint for 
Colorado’s economic growth and 
vitality.  One of the core objectives 
identifi ed through the process was 
Educate & Train the Workforce 
of the Future.  As educators, we 
were not surprised with that objec-
tive.  We were surprised though by 
the solution voiced by each of the 
14 industry councils:  Expand the 
number of students participating in 
internships and work experiences!  
Students with some experience in 
the workplace are what our employ-
ers desperately are seeking. 

During this same period, an in-
ternational study was being com-
piled on the systems preparing 
young people and adults for profes-
sional and technical careers.  The 
2013 study, “Skills beyond School” 
issued by the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Develop-

ment (OECD) reviewed policy and 
practice considerations ranging 
from labor market needs to integra-
tion with workplace learning.

Decline in Workplace Readiness

One of my key takeaways from 
the report was that “Work-based 
learning is by comparison weakly 
integrated into the US CTE system.”  
In addition, the report noted the con-
tinued decline of opportunities for 
students to secure work experience 
while in high school.  This decline 
is punctuated by the 2008 Bureau of 
Labor Statistics Report Youth Enroll-
ment and Employment Report which 
shows that the Employment popula-
tion ratio for youths age 16-19 in the 
United States is at 32%, which is the 
lowest rate since data were fi rst col-
lected in 1947.

The report suggests a combina-
tion of factors that have led to this 
low rate of teenagers in the work-
place.  Greater school pressures like 
Advanced Placement, No Child Left 
Behind, and a decline in the retail 
trade and restaurant opportunities 
for teens have had an effect on stu-
dents fi nd-
ing valu-
able work 
experiences.  
What will 
be the effect 
of this de-
cline?  What 
will be the 
result of a 
generation 
of youth en-
tering col-
lege and/
or a career 
with less 
than a third 
of them 

having any experience in the world 
of work? 

That is the question driving 
work-based and experiential learn-
ing, internships, and all of their vari-
ous promulgations to the center of 
policy conversations nationwide.  
The US Department of Labor recent-
ly released the Youth Career Con-
nect grant opportunity with a focus 
on placing students in the workplace.  
Legislation in Colorado is currently 
under consideration to expand incen-
tives for businesses that expand their 
internship opportunities.  The time is 
right for Supervised Agriculture Ex-
periences to be the “Gold Standard” 
in the work-based learning landscape. 
But for that to happen, the profession 
of agricultural education must agree 
to set as a priority the expansion of 
SAEs to all of our students and the 
evolution of the most relevant com-
ponent of the three circle model.

Focus on Outputs

In considering how to move for-
ward toward a reality where more 
students are experiencing SAEs that 
build their career readiness, we might 

Figure 1: Bureau of Labor Statistics Youth Enrollment and Em-
ployment Report showing the employment population ratio for 
youths age 16-19.
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look to the work of Charles Prosser, 
author of the 1917 Smith-Hughes Act.  
Prosser encapsulated his thoughts on 
effective Career Technical Education 
(Vocational Education) into sixteen 
theorems.  His fi rst theorem may 
provide the direction needed.   “Vo-
cational education will be effi cient 
in proportion as the environment in 
which the learner is trained is a rep-
lica of the environment in which (s)

he must subsequently work.”  Based 
on this theorem, a quality SAE is ar-
guably the most effi cient way to train 
a student for future career success, 
especially when the work-based, ex-
periential or exploratory experience 
looks, feels, tastes and smells like a 
true work environment.  

In addition, when you consider 
the fi rst line, “Vocational education 
will be effi cient,” it is apparent that 
Prosser was focused on the output 
fi rst and the action second.  It is time 
we in agricultural education redis-
cover Prosser’s Promise and reframe 
our approach to Supervised Agricul-
tural Experiences to focus fi rst on the 
outcomes we aspire to see in our stu-
dents’ behaviors and abilities.

A New Name?

In order to begin to move from 
an input centric approach to SAEs 
to an output focus, we need to start 
with the name:  Supervised Agricul-
tural Experience.  Ask yourself, “Is 
this moniker input or output based?”  
I would suggest that providing each 
student an “experience” is an input.  
Even the supervision we provide 

could be considered an input.  But if 
we were to defi ne the true output we 
are seeking, I believe we would all 
say learning of workplace and career 
readiness competencies and skills.  
Maybe a title like Work-based or Ex-
periential Learning (WBEL) would 
provide a better description, com-
municating to students, parents and 
administrators cleanly and clearly the 
output we seek.

A New Look to Supervision

As learning becomes the focal 
point, supervision will need to simul-
taneously evolve.  Again we must 
move away from how many visits 
we conducted as an input measure of 
success to how many of our students 
through their SAE/WBEL have dem-
onstrated mastery of career readi-
ness skills like those defi ned in the 
National Association of State Direc-
tors of Career & Technical Education 
Career and Technical Core Career 
Ready Practices which can be located 
at www.careertech.org.  When we 
can document that a student can “Use 
technology to enhance productivity” 
or “Utilize critical thinking to make 
sense of problems and persevere in 
solving them,” we will have moved 
to measuring what employers value 
most, the outputs.

I am guessing that an appropri-
ate question is forming in your brain 
as you are reading these words: how 
is there enough time in my already 
overloaded life as an agricultural ed-
ucator to not just have more students 
in SAEs but to review and document 
their skill attainment?  Fair question!  

I believe the answer is found in one 
of my father’s favorite statements, 
“Keep your priorities in line!”  This 
change in supervision may require a 
rethinking of priorities.  

Maybe we no longer make on-site 
SAE visits unless there is a diffi culty 
or barrier to learning that must be ad-
dressed in the actual environment.  
Instead, supervision could take place 
at school during regularly scheduled 
class time, eliminating travel time 
and increasing the effective use of 
the instructor time.  Consider the 
possibilities if an instructor were to 
prioritize SAE supervision and set 
aside one day every other week as 
their SAE/WBEL day.  On this day 
they conduct meaningful supervision 
conversation with 4-5 students during 
each class.  Consider them formative 
assessments for the SAE instructional 
process.  The balance of the students 
might be updating their skill sets or 
working independently to build nec-
essary career readiness skills.  A typi-
cal instructor with six courses of 25 
students each will have comfortably 
conducted 150 SAE visits by the end 
of the fi rst semester.  Repeat the pro-
cess for the spring and the number of 
visits doubles. All it takes is a slight 
adjustment to the priorities in the 
classroom.

The other change to consider in 
these supervision visits is our ap-
proach to the conversation.  Instead 
of focusing on the numbers of ani-
mals, acres and/or hours, what if the 
conversation followed the four com-
ponent experiential learning model 
pioneered by David Kolb and Ron 
Fry in the early 1970’s. They contend 
that every experience can yield learn-
ing with the appropriate refl ection, 
consideration and testing of new ap-
proaches.

In its simplest form the supervi-
sion would involve asking “What 
has been happening lately on the job 

“Vocational education will be effi cient in propor-
tion as the environment in which the learner is trained 
is a replica of the environment in which he must sub-
sequently work.”       Charles Prosser, 1925 



6 The Agricultural Education Magazine

or in your business?  So what does 
that mean for you, your productiv-
ity, or the profi tability for the busi-
ness?  Now what do you think you 
should do or try next?”  Each of these 
questions moves the conversation to-
ward the higher level learning that is 
the best output that quality SAE or 
WBEL can provide.

Authentic Assessment

The fi nal input versus output 
I would offer for consideration is: 
Completed Applications versus An 
Authentic Assessment of College 
and Career Readiness.  By now I 
hope the output was easy to spot in 
the authentic assessment.  According 
to a recently released report, Career 
Readiness Assessments Across States 
(2013, Center on Education Policy), 
only 13 of 46 states have a statewide 
defi nition of career or work ready.  As 
states struggle to provide their em-
ployers a clear confi rmation of readi-
ness, consider the impact if agricul-
tural education were to step forward 
with not just a mark of Career Readi-
ness but also the means to measure 
it through SAEs.  That would be the 
“Gold Standard” in action!

I have 
seen SAEs 
from my 
perspective 
as a student, 
teacher and 
state leader 
but recently 
I have also 
seen them 
as a parent.  
T h r o u g h 
the experi-
ence of my 
sons, I can 
confi rm the 
a m a z i n g 
growth and 
d e v e l o p -
ment that 
only this 

type of authentic learning can pro-
vide.  Every young person in the 
United States needs that experience!

Summary

There are currently around 
800,000 to a million agricultural edu-
cation enrollees annually across the 
United States. We know that over 
half of these students choose to be 
members of FFA.  But I would esti-
mate that only a fraction of these stu-
dents and FFA members have a qual-
ity SAE. What would be the impact 
if every student had a quality SAE 
experience?  How many more small 
businesses would be created across 
each of our communities?  Would ag-
ricultural education be known as the 
economic development engine of ru-
ral America?

Bottom line: What if every year 
agricultural education and FFA pro-
vided to higher education and Ameri-
ca’s agricultural employers more than 
100, 000 SAE verifi ed and document-
ed college and career ready students?  
That’s when we will have reclaimed 
Prosser’s promise!
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by Ken Couture

Do we emphatically agree 
that Supervised Agricul-
ture Experience requires 
renewal? What do we 

mean by renewal anyway? Do agri-
cultural education teachers truly val-
ue the Supervised Agricultural Ex-
perience component of our School-
Based Agricultural Education Mod-
el? These are some of the questions 
that I have considered in my role as 
Goal Leader for the Supervised Ag-
ricultural Experience Renewal Initia-
tive of The National Council for Ag-
ricultural Education. As a high school 
agricultural education teacher, I was 
honored to be asked to serve in this 

THEME ARTICLE

SAE Renewal:
The NAAE and Teacher Initiatives

capacity. I believe that Supervised 
Agricultural Experience renewal will 
require the buy-in of all of the stake-
holder groups. I also believe that lo-
cal agricultural educators are the key 
to the success of this effort. The big-
gest issues with SAE renewal are the 
level of student engagement and the 
quality of the experiences. The local 
teacher has the most direct impact on 
those two issues.

During the 2014 National Agri-
cultural Education Summit, the com-
ment was made several times that 
we have been struggling with this is-
sue for many years. The agricultural 
education profession has recognized 
that SAE is the weakest link in our 

model. There are 
numerous reasons 
that supervised agri-
cultural experience 
needs an overhaul, 
and many of them 
refl ect the chang-
ing demographics of 
students who chose 
to enroll in an agri-
cultural education 
course. Teachers 
have had to rethink 
and adapt how agri-
cultural education is 
to be delivered in an 
era of suburbanizing/
urbanizing commu-
nities, school reform, 
school schedule 
changes, competi-
tion from charter/
magnet schools and 
more. Many students 
may enroll in only 
a single semester of 
agricultural educa-
tion during their high 

school years. As an elective course, 
agricultural education often com-
petes for time with advanced place-
ment courses and an increased focus 
on the core academics. 

Having said all that, how do we 
make the SAE component of our 
School-Based Agricultural Education 
Model of equal value and engage-
ment for our students, and what can 
teachers and the National Association 
of Agricultural Educators (NAAE) do 
to contribute to the renewal of SAE? 
Based on the work of the Council’s 
SAE Renewal Committee and discus-
sions with NAAE leaders and staff, 
there are several areas where we can 
make a positive difference.

Sharing Knowledge and Experi-
ence

One of the strengths of NAAE 
is the ability of all agricultural edu-
cators, not just teachers or NAAE 
members, to share knowledge, ideas 
and best practices through Communi-
ties of Practice (CoP). In my opinion, 
Communities of Practice is the single 
best contribution that NAAE has 
made for our profession. The ability 
to share with each other and to have 
that knowledge accessible at any time 
is truly remarkable. When CoP begin 
with a few hundred users it was ex-
citing. Now there are thousands of 
users and the potential is enormous 
for all agricultural educators. No one 
has the time to “reinvent the wheel.” 
CoP provides agricultural educators 
looking for answers a forum to ask 
a question and receive the collective 
feedback of the profession. There 
are no state borders, no proprietary 
knowledge, and no bureaucracy. It is 
just a place to help make agricultural 
education better and less overwhelm-SAEs can take many forms including small animal care. 
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ing because of the many dedicated 
people who volunteer to moderate 
a community or give of their talents 
and experience. And it works because 
of a spirit of collegiality. 

In that spirit, CoP can help us 
with SAE renewal by serving as a 
collection point for several topics in-
cluding SAE management, grading 
policies, and rubrics. Many teachers 
are doing outstanding work in the 
classroom, FFA, and supervised ag-
ricultural experience. They are not 
just the veterans among us either. 
We have much to learn from every-
one in the profession. We need to ask 
some pointed questions about SAE 
and then ask for feedback from ev-
eryone. There are teachers who are 

doing innovative things with SAE in 
their schools. They may not be appli-
cable everywhere but that knowledge 
is important and often creates addi-
tional questions we may never have 
considered.

SAE Management

SAE management is at the heart 
of student engagement. How are 
you managing SAE for those one-
semester students? What does a qual-
ity SAE look like regardless of your 
school demographics? How are you 
disconnecting SAE from the FFA 
awards program? How are you get-
ting the “supervision” into SAE? 
How are you engaging every student 
in a SAE? Where are SAE opportu-

nities for 
those sub-
urban/urban 
s t u d e n t s ? 
How are 
you using 
agriscience 
research as 
an SAE? 
What kind 
of record-
k e e p i n g 
s y s t e m 
works for 
you and 
why? How 
are you 
demonstrat-
ing that 
SAE con-

tributes to your students meeting 
standards and demonstrating college/
career readiness? These are just a few 
of the questions for which we need 
answers if we are to broaden the en-
gagement and quality of SAE for our 
students. For every one of these ques-
tions, there are many teachers who 
can share their experience for the 
benefi t of the entire profession.

Worthy of a Grade

If SAE is worth doing (and it 
is), it should be graded. I have heard 
teachers say “no way will my district 
allow me to include SAE in a grade.” 
If that is true, your administration 
does not understand that agricultural 
education is a program and not just 
a class. They do not understand our 
three-component model. If they did 
understand it they could not ratio-
nally say that SAE cannot be graded. 
The components of the model are 
INTEGRAL, not independent of one 
another. If they don’t understand it, 
you need to educate them, with help 
if needed from state supervisors and 
advisory committee members. Of 
course, this also means that every 
student in the class has to have an 
SAE to grade. How are you grad-
ing SAE in your school? What does 
your grading rubric look like? Do you 
have different rubrics for placement, 
entrepreneurship, research, etc.? Do 
your students get credits for SAE or 
is it incorporated into the class grade? 
Is student refl ection on established 
goals part of your rubric? Are knowl-
edge and skills as important as hours 
and dollars in your rubric? Again, 
these are only a few questions that 
need your feedback.

Meeting Standards

Another area where NAAE and 
teachers can make an impact on SAE 
renewal is in the work to be done on 
standards. While the Council has a 
standards initiative, its focus is on the 

Deliver on the Promise
• Expand experiential learning to all of our stu-

dents
• Evolve our methods of deliver and supervision
• Engage partners

Scott Stump
National Agricultural Education Summit, 2014 

Agricultural education teachers must encourage students to 
explore non-traditional opportunities. 



9May June 2014

review of the National Content and 
National Quality Program standards. 
In terms of SAE renewal, we need 
to look at how SAE aligns with the 
Common Core State Standards, the 
Common Core Technical Standards, 
and the Framework for 21st Century 
Skills. We also need to align SAEs to 
the AFNR Career Cluster Essential 
Topics statements and categorize ap-
propriate SAEs for each AFNR clus-
ter. That sounds like a lot of work but 
it is essential work for SAE renewal. 
Standards, whether we like them or 
not, give us the big picture view of 
what is important according to some 
agency or organization. We may have 
more ownership of some than others, 
but all can be very infl uential when 
we need to justify why we do things 
like supervised agricultural experi-
ence. We will need to defi ne what 
SAE really is and then create a set of 
standards/benchmarks that specifi -
cally state what skills and knowledge 
a student conducting an SAE should 
master. Only then can we look to 
align those standards/benchmarks 
with the Common Core Standards.  
The P21 organization that developed 
the 21st Century Skills has issued a 
P21 Common Core Toolkit that aligns 
21st Century Skills and the Common 
Core State Standards. This should 
help us align to both. Why is this im-
portant? We must be able to show that 
SAE contributes to student success in 
meeting these standards if we have 
any hope of maintaining agricultural 
education.  Students who do not meet 
standards in language arts, mathemat-
ics, and science will not be enrolling 
in elective classes like ours. We also 
need to train teachers to look at a par-
ticular SAE and provide those teach-
ers with a process for how to identify 
which standards are being met.

Professional Development

Another strength of NAAE, as 
well as its state associations, is the 

Ken Couture is the Department Coor-
dinator of the Killingly Agricultural 
Education Center, Killingly High 
School, CT.

ability to 
conduct ex-
cellent pro-
f e s s i o n a l 
d e v e l o p -
ment for 
agricultural 
educators. 
T h r o u g h 
the NAAE 
annual con-
vention, re-
gional con-
f e r e n c e s , 
and state 
association 
efforts, ag-
r i c u l t u r a l 
e d u c a t o r s 
have some 
of the best professional develop-
ment opportunities of any teaching 
discipline. Add to these opportuni-
ties the National Agriscience Teacher 
Ambassador Academy (NATAA), 
Teachers Turn the Key, and CASE 
institutes. All are affordable, timely, 
relevant and often presented by our 
colleagues with specifi c expertise. 
As a regional vice-president and 
NAAE President, I was fortunate to 
attend many national, regional and 
state conferences as well as NATAA. 
Without a doubt they were and are the 
best professional development of my 
career. One of the themes of the 2014 
NAAE convention in Nashville will 
be SAE renewal. The Council’s SAE 
Committee and the NAAE leadership 
and staff will work together to pro-
vide professional development work-
shops based on many of the topics I 
have mentioned.

Summary

In summary, I said at the Summit 
last month that if we believe in our 
Model of School- Based Agricultural 
Education we can no longer accept 
the status of Supervised Agricultural 
Experience. SAE renewal is as im-

Experiential learning often begins in the elementary school. 

portant an issue as any we face today 
in our profession. I am confi dent that 
we will continue to focus on this is-
sue for many years to come. Our ulti-
mate goal should be that all students 
in an agricultural education program 
should be FFA members and be en-
gaged in a quality supervised agricul-
tural experience for as long or short 
a time they are enrolled. Despite the 
challenges of SAE renewal, the pro-
fession can and will work toward that 
goal.
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Get in the Wheelbarrow!
by Jason Davis

The story goes that upon 
completing a highly dan-
gerous tightrope walk over 
Niagara Falls in appalling 

wind and rain, 'The Great Zumbrati' 
was met by an enthusiastic supporter, 
who urged him to make a return trip, 
this time pushing a wheelbarrow, 
which the spectator had thoughtfully 
brought along.

The Great Zumbrati was reluc-
tant, given the terrible conditions, 
but the supporter pressed him, "You 
can do it - I know you can," he urged.

"You really believe I can do it?" 
asked Zumbrati.

"Yes - defi nitely - you can do it." 
the supporter gushed.

"Okay," said Zumbrati, "Get in 
the wheelbarrow."  -Unknown 

As we begin to explore the op-
portunities in experiential learning 
and supervised agricultural experi-
ence, it is time for all of us to get into 
the wheelbarrow!

In March 2010 the National 
Council for Agricultural Education 
(The Council) authorized the estab-
lishment of a committee to conduct 
a study of experiential learning on 
agricultural education.  The commit-
tee made recommendations to each 
stakeholder group in agricultural 
education to address the issue.  The 
National Association of Supervisors 
of Agricultural Education (NASAE) 

is currently en-
gaged in ad-
dressing this 
issue. A com-
mittee of NA-
SAE developed 
a proposal to 
serve as a guide-
post for direct-
ing state leaders 
to address expe-
riential learning.  
The proposal 
looks holisti-
cally at what is 
being done in 
the area of expe-
riential learning 
and SAE and 
what can possi-

bly be done to enhance participation 
nationwide. This proposal is divided 
into four areas: 

1. Establish minimum state-level 
standards and guidelines.

2. Identify and neutralize obstacles 
and barriers to student participa-
tion.

3. Reinforce the integral nature of 
experiential learning and SAE 
within the agricultural education 
curriculum.

4. Lead professional development 
in experiential learning and SAE.

Minimum Standards and Guide-
lines 

“What gets measured is what gets 
done” is more than just a cliché; it is 
a fact of life.  In the world of SAE 
we need to measure our results.  This 
measuring of results requires a com-
mon language of SAE and data gath-
ering about the efforts and impacts 
of SAE. Each state is different in the 
development of state standards and 
their respective application.  Where 
some states have strict guidelines 
and program standards coupled with 
accountability, others lack strict en-
forcement.  As states develop and 
adopt guidelines for SAE, the com-
mon language that ensues will enable 
the quantifi cation of the work in SAE 
that is being done by our teachers and 
students.  The creation of minimum 
standards provides the essential point 
from which to begin.

Many times standards and guide-
lines for the overall SAE program be-
come blurred with those of award and 
recognition programs.  No policy ex-
ists that states every SAE must feed 
into a profi ciency award area, nor 
should it.  A common misconception 
is that a student’s SAE project must 
qualify the student to be a “Star” 
candidate in an award area.  In very 
traditional areas, this can be feasible, 
but it should not be a limitation; the 

Jason Davis is the State FFA Coordi-
nator for North Carolina.

Experiential learning opportunities have a wide range of op-
portunities. (Photo courtesy of Jason Davis)

continued on page 13
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Thinking Different about the Second Component 
of the Agricultural Education Program Model: 
Perspectives from a Young Teacher Educator

by Ryan M. Foor

Why do we do what we 
do in agricultural edu-
cation?  For some, we 
may draw on the ex-

ample set forth by our high school 
agriculture teacher, draw on the 
knowledge gained from our teacher 
preparation program, and use person-
al experiences and instinct.  These 
experiences assume that we came up 
through the ranks as an agricultural 
education student, engaged in work-
based learning (Supervised Agricul-
tural Experience [SAE]), and as an 
FFA member.  Increasingly, it seems 
fewer teachers are trained through 
teacher preparation programs and 
may not have the same experiences 
or knowledge of work-based learn-
ing and career and technical student 
organizations.  Those who draw on 
their experiences as an agricultural 
education student have much in the 
way of history and tradition as a re-
source.  While history and tradition 
can provide a sense of belonging and 
purpose, sometimes we must exam-
ine the history behind the traditions 
to understand why we do what we do.

History and Tradition

Regarding FFA, what is the his-
tory behind the blue corduroy jacket?  
The fi rst offi cial uniform did not, in 
fact, include a jacket.  “The delegates 
to the 1930 convention adopted an 
offi cial dress uniform, consisting of 
a dark blue shirt, blue or white trou-
sers, blue cap and yellow tie” (Ten-
ney, 1977, p. 29).  Then, as many 
FFA members know from their his-
tory lessons, the blue corduroy jacket 
was adopted as the offi cial jacket in 

1933.  Interestingly, the jacket did not 
become popular among members un-
til the late 1940s and 1950s (Tenney, 
1977).  Today, I think many assume 
that all FFA members were wearing 
a blue corduroy jacket at the 1933 
national convention.  The increased 
popularity of the jacket was likely 
due to the cheaper cost of corduroy 
material and the dual purpose the 
jacket provided as a fall and spring 
jacket, in addition to serving as part 
of the offi cial FFA uniform.

Unfortunately, the history and 
traditions of work-based learning 
(SAE) in agricultural education is 
less widely documented.  FFA mem-
bers from the 1960s tell me that they 
were engaged in farming programs.  
Over time, the work-based learning 
component became known as a Su-
pervised Occupational Experience 
Program and then Supervised Agri-
cultural Experience.  To me, a person 
who was engaged in SAE as a high 
school student, that phrase makes 
sense.  To a per-
son without ex-
perience in ag-
ricultural educa-
tion, the phrase 
may be confus-
ing.  I purport 
that eating could 
be a supervised 
agricultural ex-
perience and I 
encourage my 
teacher candi-
dates to use the 
phrase work-
based learning 
when talking 
with admin-
istrators, par-

ents, and community stakeholders.  
Work-based learning is the phrase 
used widely in Arizona Career and 
Technical Education (CTE) and so 
it makes sense that our teachers use 
this language with their local CTE 
administrators, who many times are 
not familiar with agricultural educa-
tion or do not have CTE teaching ex-
perience.

SAE “Visits”

Sometimes with regard to our 
practice, including SAE, we do things 
because we think we are supposed to 
do them and do not necessarily con-
sider why.  For example, why was a 
home visit such a critical component 
to the work-based learning com-
ponent of an agricultural education 
(then vocational agriculture) pro-
gram?  When the work-based learn-
ing component was termed farming 
program in the early years of voca-
tional agriculture, a home visit was 
nearly unavoidable.  The purpose of 

Experiential learning opportunities have a wide range of op-
portunities. (Photo courtesy of Jason Davis)
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the farming program, and vocational 
agriculture for that matter, was to 
prepare boys to establish their own 
farming operations.  To supervise the 
farming program, a visit to the home 
place was necessary and served a 
dual purpose.  The agriculture teach-
er was able to supervise, instruct, and 
advise with regard to the farming 
program, and develop and nurture a 
relationship with the student and his 
parents.  Today, I distinguish between 
home visits and SAE visits, since 
some SAEs do not take place at home 
as we are preparing students to work 
in myriad agriculture careers; most 
jobs in agriculture are not in produc-
tion agriculture or farming.  If we can 
only pick one type of visit, home or 
SAE, which is more important?

When and Where

An aspect of SAE where there is 
disagreement is with regard to the no-
tion that SAE should take place of out 
of class time or out of school time.  
While I recognize there is importance 
to transferring the classroom knowl-
edge and skills to the community, I 
believe that a major reason for this 
requirement was because it had to 
be.  Since we were preparing boys to 
work on farms, the work-based learn-
ing aspect had to be on a farm, not at 
a school.  Today, agriculture teachers 
prepare students for careers in many 
aspects of agriculture, many not on 
farms, and in environments similar to 
what we fi nd in schools.  In 2014, if 
we can provide work-based learning 
experiences for students during class, 
why would we resist?  After all, there 
is overlap in the three component 
model of agricultural education be-
tween classroom/laboratory instruc-
tion and SAE.

Philosophy and Competencies

Questioning these tenets of SAE 
may seem radical, and I do not pro-
pose that we eliminate home visits nor 

do I suggest that all of the work-based 
learning component take place during 
class time.  But, when many within 
Team Ag Ed recognize that SAE may 
be the weakest component of our pro-
gram, we need to look at what we are 
doing and why.  Many of the answers 
can be found by looking to the history 
of the practices for better understand-
ing and reexamination to drive future 
practice.  And so, the members of 
the Teacher Education special inter-
est group (SIG) of the American As-
sociation for Agricultural Education 
(AAAE) reexamined our beliefs and 
practices related to SAE as SAE Re-
newal became a priority of The Na-
tional Council for Agricultural Edu-
cation (The Council).  The result of 
that process includes a Philosophy on 
SAE Instruction in Agriculture Teach-
er Education and Competencies for 
Agriculture Teacher Preparation in 
SAE (see back cover).  As you exam-
ine these documents, consider how 
the philosophy statement and com-
petencies align with your beliefs and 
your training.  How well prepared are 
you as an agriculture teacher to ex-
ecute the competencies?  How will 
you use the ideals in the philosophy 
statement and the competencies to 
inform your practice with regard to 
supervising work-based learning pro-
grams?  Members of AAAE involved 
in teacher education will continue to 
explore our role in the SAE Renewal 
effort, working together with Team 
Ag Ed stakeholders.

A Name Change?

Student organizations are not 
novel.  While FFA is an important 
component of the agricultural edu-
cation program, and is woven into 
the fabric of certain American cul-
tures, there are many other organi-
zations that serve a similar purpose 
for young people.  The work-based 
learning component is key to our 
programming and is different from 

other educational opportunities in our 
schools.  On the other hand, if FFA 
membership and agricultural educa-
tion student enrollment is on the rise, 
why are we worried about SAE in-
volvement?  We must continue to ask 
tough questions in order to renew and 
advance work-based learning in agri-
cultural education.  I think that if we 
really want to move forward with re-
newing SAE, we need to change the 
name.  Few people outside the agri-
cultural education family know what 
SAE is or means.  We have changed 
the phrase over time as agriculture 
and society changed.  Now is the time 
to look at a change again.  We need 
to better communicate to outside au-
diences what we do that makes us 
effective.  What if the work-based 
learning component is called agricul-
tural work experience?  I am not one 
for catchy acronyms, but that phrase 
would be AWEsome.

Summary

Finally, think about this: When 
and how do you teach SAE as part 
of your classroom curriculum?  I al-
ways taught FFA fi rst, thinking that 
was the hook.  As I mentioned earlier, 
students are used to being part of or-
ganizations.  I think the hook might 
be work-based learning.  What if we 
taught about work-based learning, in 
the context of our agriculture curricu-
lum, fi rst?  Students learn about mak-
ing money, learn about agriculture, 
and gain workplace readiness skills 
through a kinesthetic modality that 
can extend beyond the classroom.  

Continue to ask unconventional 
questions and think differently.  We 
are no longer operating with the fed-
eral funding and supervision of 1917 
and the 1950s.  More of our students 
will not have production agriculture 
backgrounds, and truly, we are no 
longer training farmers.  We are pre-
paring young people to work in ag-
riculture and be informed consumers 
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and advocates for agriculture.  We 
must align our model and practices 
with present day realities.  Otherwise, 
we will continue to spin our wheels 
with regard to the work-based learn-
ing component of agricultural edu-
cation, become another class with a 
club, and may not be part of Career 
and Technical Education.
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Get in the Wheelbarrow! (continued from page 10)

local agriculture teacher should have 
the fi nal determination in the matter 
of defi ning a student SAE.

Identify and Neutralize Obstacles/
Barriers to Student Participation

It is an exciting time to be in-
volved in agriculture. The demands 
of feeding a growing global popula-
tion have placed an increased empha-
sis on agriculture and agriculturally 
related careers.  To-date this excite-
ment has not translated into increased 
engagement with SAE.  Why?  Clear-
ly there are barriers that affect student 
participation in experiential learning:

• Labor laws that restrict under-age 
students in many work experi-
ences.

• Narrow defi nitions of SAE in 
terms of experiential learning.

• Narrow defi nitions of agricul-
tural.  What qualifi es as an agri-
cultural emphasis? Where do you 
draw the line?

• Teacher’s ability to visit students, 
and availability of suffi cient trav-
el funds, time, and resources.

• FFA award and degree require-
ments that eliminate some pro-
grams.

But with diffi culties also come 
opportunities.  Agriculture teachers 
by their nature are resourceful and 
adaptive.  Perhaps the fi rst stage of 
overcoming these barriers is sharing 
creative examples and programs by 
teachers for teachers.

Reinforce Integral Nature of SAE 
within the Agricultural Education 
Curriculum

Within the interacting compo-
nents of FFA, SAE, and classroom/
lab experiences, synergy is developed 
and the real “magic” of agricultural 
education happens that we can equate 
to student success. The best agricul-
tural education experience requires 
all three components.   All involved 
in agricultural education need to 
make a renewed commitment to the 
SAE component of the three circle 
model.  That renewed commitment 
likely involves curriculum in SAE.   
Within the profession the bedrock 
of our work is the curriculum that is 
taught.  As curriculum is designed, 

revamped, or implemented, the cross-
walk of relevant national and state 
standards should be linked to SAE.  

Lead Professional Development in 
SAE 

A hallmark of agricultural educa-
tion has been our ability to provide 
relevant and constant in-service op-
portunities to our teachers.  As state 
leaders we work with business and 
industry leaders, educational pro-
grams, and teacher professional orga-
nizations to determine where to focus 
professional development opportu-
nities.  The committee recommends 
that as state leaders we use teacher 
in-service opportunities to focus on 
strategies and programs that will en-
hance and increase the size and scope 
of SAE in our respective states.

Summary

NASAE is ready to jump into 
the wheelbarrow with teachers and 
teacher educators to once again make 
experiential learning in agricultural 
education and SAE a hallmark of 
school-based agricultural education.

50: A golden past a brighter fu-
ture. Alexandria, VA: Future  
Farmers of America.
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SAE in the Context of Agribusiness 
and Policy-Making

by Matt Lohr

My presentation at the 
National Agricultural 
Education Summit 
presented the oppor-

tunity to refl ect back on almost 25 
years to when I was a young FFA 
member in high school.  The agricul-
tural education program, complete 
with instruction, FFA competitions, 
and Supervised Agricultural Experi-
ence (SAE), truly prepared me for so 
many of the various careers I have 
been afforded over the years.  Af-
ter serving as a national FFA offi cer 
and graduating from Virginia Tech, I 
took on various positions as a middle 
school agricscience instructor, farm-
er, professional speaker, and state leg-
islator, as well as Virginia’s Commis-
sioner of Agriculture and Consumer 
Services.  Earlier this year, I left state 
government and embarked on a new 
role as Director of the Knowledge 
Center for Farm Credit of the Virgi-
nias.  In this unique position I have 
been allowed to share and facilitate 
knowledge and resources for the bet-
terment of all farmers.  I have also 
been able to continue my passion for 
educating others on the importance 
of our nation's most important indus-
try, agriculture.

Building Relationships

Perhaps one of the greatest les-
sons I have learned in the last 25 
years is that it is critical for leaders 
in agricultural education to be en-
gaged in developing and building 
relationships, especially with elected 
offi cials, policy makers, partners, 
stakeholders and the general pub-
lic.  A friend of mine once said that 
a relationship matters more than a 
resume.  There is some good truth to 

that statement; once you have estab-
lished a relationship with someone, 
it is amazing to see what results can 
follow.

I witnessed this powerful les-
son fi rst hand last November when 
Virginia’s national FFA offi cer can-
didate, Brian Walsh, was elected to 
the position of National President.  I 
was serving as the Commissioner of 
Agriculture and Consumer Services 
at the time and our state FFA staff 
reached out to me to arrange a photo 
with Brian and then-Governor Bob 
McDonnell. The governor had been 
a huge supporter of our industry and 
proposed numerous agricultural ini-
tiatives throughout his entire term in 
offi ce.  He was very happy to pose 
for a picture as was his Chief of Staff, 
Martin Kent.  Mr. Kent had served as 
a chapter FFA president and naturally 
wanted to take part in the event.  

The agricultural education com-
munity had spent much time getting 
to know Chief of Staff Kent, and had 
invited him to be a keynote speaker 
at the state FFA convention in 2013.   
Secretary of Agriculture and Forest-

ry, Todd Haymore, was also eager to 
meet with Brian due to the immense 
focus his job as Secretary had placed 
on the importance of agricultural 
education and FFA.  Laura Fornash, 
Secretary of Education, wanted to 
participate in the photo, as she too 
had become a big supporter of agri-
cultural education over time due to 
efforts of educating her on the bene-
fi ts of our programs.  Of course I was 
honored to meet with Brian, especial-
ly since it had been nearly 35 years 
since Virginia last had a national FFA 
President.  

As I looked at the resulting pic-
ture, it brought back to memory many 
hours of hard work by our agricul-
tural education community, reach-
ing out and forging relationships with 
leaders at the highest levels in Vir-
ginia.  It was not easy and it did not 
happen overnight, but in time lasting 
friendships and true advocates had 
been formed.  The bottom line is that 
building relationships and getting en-
gaged in the process is perhaps the 
most important thing we as the agri-
cultural education community can do 
to ensure our own success.

National FFA President Brian Walsh (third from left) meeting with Todd Hay-
more, Secretary of Agriculture and Forestry; Matt Lohr, Commissioner of Agri-
culture and Consumer Services; Governor Bob McDonnell; Martin Kent,Chief 
of Staff; and Laura Fornash, Secretary of Education. (Note: Positions listed were 
effective December 1, 2013, the day the photograph was taken.)
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Times are Changing

So why has it become so impor-
tant for all of us to be engaged in 
building relationships?  Well, in the 
words of the great Bob Dylan, “The 
Times They Are A-Changin.”  All 
across America, our urban areas 
are growing in population and con-
trolling much more of the political 
clout.  This is especially true in Vir-
ginia.  The small stretch of interstate 
from Washington, DC to Richmond 
and then over to Virginia Beach now 
includes more than 75% of our state’s 
population. These densely populated 
pockets show few signs of agricultur-
al production.  And worse yet, these 
urban areas also make up more than 
75% of the voting bloc of the Virginia 
House of Delegates. Many times it is 
not that urban legislators are out to 
hurt agriculture but rather that they 
fail to understand it. With so many in-
terest groups volleying to have their 
ear on important topics, if it is not 
those of us in agricultural education, 
it will be someone else.  

As the world population grows 
from seven billion today to an esti-
mated nine billion by 2050, the job 
of producing food is even more vi-
tal.  With 96% of our world’s popu-
lation living outside the borders of 
the United States, we have a very 
tall task before us; the only way we 
can meet this task is by having vi-
brant and ever-changing agricultural 
education programs to train and pre-
pare students for success.  The skills 
learned from SAE programs, curri-
cula focused on Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Math (STEM), and 
hands on experiential learning will 
help guide us to this success coupled 
with being engaged and connected 
with our elected and policy leaders.

Making Connections

In my nine years of working in 
government there are some invalu-

able connections I have identifi ed 
that can help us in our efforts.  Begin 
at the highest levels of state govern-
ment.  Get to know your Governor and 
Chief of Staff—never underestimate 
the importance of a Chief of Staff or 
a legislative aid; they can truly help 
or hurt our cause faster than most 
people realize.  Engage your state’s 
Secretary/Commissioner/Director of 
Agriculture.  In almost every case, 
that position can be one of your best 
allies moving forward.  Forge rela-
tionships with your state’s Secretary 
of Education and Superintendent of 
Public Instruction.   In some cases, 
they may be more diffi cult to connect 
with, but you can rely on other part-
ners to help make those connections. 
Remember to highlight those student 
leaders in the blue and gold jackets at 
public events; they are our future and 
will really make a lasting impression 
on these leaders.

Other key contacts include the 
deans of the colleges of agriculture 
at your colleges and universities, the 
directors of the cooperative extension 
service, and the many agricultural 
stakeholders like the Farm Bureau, 
commodity groups, and the agribusi-
ness council.  These natural partners 
can boost your efforts and many 
times help you develop key contacts 
and relationships. Perhaps the big 
takeaway is that we must be engaged 
and looking for those potential shar-
ing opportunities.

Making a Difference

These are three specifi c examples 
I wanted to share of what can be ac-
complished when key relationships 
are established.  The agricultural 
education leaders and industry stake-
holders in Virginia have been dili-
gent in both making connections and 
developing ideas and proposals to 
ensure their success.  Here are three 
ideas that were proposed to make a 
lasting difference for generations to 

come.  Hopefully other states can 
implement similar proposals that will 
have the same positive results. 

1.  Conduct a Strategic Review of 
Agricultural Education

Over the past several years, dis-
cussions have taken place regarding 
agricultural education students being 
at a distinct disadvantage in gaining 
admissions into major colleges and 
universities. As the average GPA in-
creases for incoming freshmen, there 
is more pressure for students to take 
weighted, advanced placement cours-
es in high school.  This can often dis-
courage many students from enroll-
ing in agricultural education classes 
as well as other career and technical 
education offerings.  Compound-
ing the issue is the ever increasing 
graduation requirements, which also 
make it much more diffi cult for col-
lege bound students to fi t four years 
of agriculture into their rigorous class 
schedules. 

As a result of these issues, lead-
ers in both the agricultural industry 
and the agricultural education com-
munity brought forth a proposal to 
conduct a strategic review of agri-
cultural education in Virginia.  The 
study was co-chaired by the state 
superintendent of public instruction 
and me as the commissioner of agri-
culture and consumer services. The 
year-long project included several 
days of work sessions attended by a 
variety of stakeholders from the agri-
cultural and education communities. 
At the end of the process, a 44-page 
document was created to help guide 
the future of agriculture education for 
years to come. 

A few of the most benefi cial fi nd-
ings of the study included the need to 
keep curriculum current, focusing on 
science, business, management and 
marketing.  The report suggested a 
strong need to rely on clusters and se-
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quence courses, preferably establish-
ing them in middle school or the be-
ginning high school years. The study 
also stressed the need to focus on the 
transition to post-secondary educa-
tion, including dual enrollments and 
STEM.  Finally, it showed the impor-
tance of students having a work based 
learning experience, such as a Super-
vised Agricultural Experience (SAE) 
program. 

This year long project came about 
as a result of agricultural education 
leaders partnering with stakehold-
ers, engaging policy makers, building 
relationships and participating in the 
process.  This four pronged approach 
created a document that will help to 
guide future administrations on the 
importance of agricultural education.  

2.  Create New Regional FFA Staff 
Opportunities

When I was a state FFA offi cer in 
1990, Virginia was fortunate to have 
several regional employees serving 
on the state agricultural education 
staff.  These staff members played a 
vital role of mentoring, teaching, and 
even coaching local agriculture teach-
ers, especially those early in their ca-
reers. They assisted with classroom 
management, lesson plans, SAE vis-
its, and running their FFA chapters. 
It was an invaluable resource that 
was provided to assist and encourage 
those teachers throughout Virginia. 

Unfortunately those regional po-
sitions were eliminated in the early 
1990's due to drastic cuts in state 
government spending. Last year, 
the agricultural education commu-
nity began brainstorming ways to get 
these positions reinstated. Knowing it 
was a very diffi cult task to create new 
positions, they leaned hard on those 
relationships that had developed over 
time. It truly was a group approach. 
After researching what other states 
were doing, they decided to repli-

cate a model used in North Carolina 
where state staff positions are funded 
through the cooperative extension 
service. 

State agricultural education and 
FFA leaders began reaching out to 
key stakeholders. Once their industry 
allies were on board, they shared the 
idea with interested state legislators 
who also supported the concept. Next 
they worked with the state director 
of the cooperative extension service 
who also backed the concept.  They 
lobbied the Dean of the College of 
Agriculture and Life Sciences at Vir-
ginia Tech, who bought into the idea. 
From there, the Secretary of Educa-
tion supported the idea and agreed 
to incorporate funding in her budget 
proposal to the Governor. Finally, 
the Governor and his Chief of Staff 
saw the great benefi t of this proposal 
and included funding for two posi-
tions in the budget that was delivered 
to the legislature last December. The 
fi nal result of this initiative will not 
be known for several more weeks, as 
the legislature is still in session. Re-
gardless of the fi nal outcome, many 
positive lessons can be learned from 
this experience. A key need was de-
termined, and through partnering 
with stakeholders, engaging policy 
makers, building relationships and 
participating in the process, a vi-
able solution was created. This was 
truly an exercise and example of how 
problems can be solved. 

3.  Establish a Community Viabili-
ty Workforce Development Project

The fi nal project I would like to 
highlight came as a result of the Stra-
tegic Review of Agricultural Educa-
tion.  One of the main recommenda-
tions was the need for an updated and 
current curriculum focused on sci-
ence and technology. While I served 
as the agriculture commissioner, our 
agency was able to assist certain 
projects through the Rural Rehabili-

tation Trust Fund. This fund, created 
decades ago, provides an opportu-
nity for certain qualifying innovative 
ideas to become a reality.  

In this instance, Virginia Tech 
entered into a Memorandum of Un-
derstanding that created a fund to 
develop eight model programs for 
workforce development. The funds 
our agency provided were matched 
with local dollars to create innova-
tive laboratories for learning. Each 
curriculum will create a model that 
is aligned with the Virginia standards 
for STEM.  Once a curriculum is de-
veloped, it can be replicated in other 
schools throughout Virginia.  This 
small project has the potential to 
blossom into a statewide initiative 
that can benefi t all of our local agri-
cultural education programs. It will 
also provide for new and innovative 
opportunities for students to gain ex-
perience and knowledge of the SAE 
program through hands-on experien-
tial learning. 

Again the philosophy of part-
nering, engaging, building and par-
ticipating has proven to be very 
benefi cial for the agricultural educa-
tion community. If previous steps of 
building key relationships had never 
been established, this project would 
have never happened. Since the ini-
tial groundwork had been done years 
in advance, the project could move 

Matt Lohr is the Director of the 
Knowledge Center, Farm Credit 
of the Virginias, Harrisonburg, VA 
(www.farmcreditknowledgecenter.
com).

continued on page 18
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SAEs for a Suburban Agriscience Program
by Craig Kohn

Waterford Agricultural 
Sciences of Waterford 
Union High School 
(a high school of just 

over 1000 students southwest of 
Milwaukee) is a contemporary agri-
cultural education program that has 
adapted well to rapidly changing 
circumstances that have occurred 
in recent years.  Though once a dis-
tinct farming town, Waterford now 
resembles a bedroom community for 
commuters to Racine and Milwau-
kee.  Furthermore, the high school 
has been named as a US News and 
World Report Top 1000 school and 
often resembles a private academy 
as much as a public school, offering 
18 AP courses as part of nearly 200 
courses available to a student body 
with an exceptional academic focus. 

Because many students who are 
now a part of agricultural sciences 
do not come from a farm background 
or have any direct connection to pro-
duction agriculture, there have been 
signifi cant challenges in overcoming 
barriers that prevent students from 
starting a career experience.  Fur-
thermore, the intense academic focus 
coupled with strong extracurricular 
involvement largely reduces the will-
ingness of students to embark on a ca-
reer experience on their own. While a 
substantial percentage do still partake 
in traditional FFA activities, particu-
larly through animal exhibition at 
the Racine County Fair, most FFA 
members do not have easy access to 
activities such as these.  This lack of 
access coupled with an excessive de-
mand on their time and energy due to 
advanced courses and extracurricular 
activities signifi cantly diminished 
student participation in career-based 
experiential learning.

To overcome these barriers, SAE 
opportunities were created on the 
WUHS campus through the develop-
ment of paid managerial, internship, 
and research experiences. In 2010, the 
Summer Research Scholars program 
was created at WUHS Agricultural 
Sciences, offering $5000 per par-
ticipant in stipends and scholarships 
for students who conducted self-de-
signed, summer-long research that 
had the potential to have a positive, 
permanent impact on the Waterford 
community.  The funding was pro-

vided by a local corporation that had 
an interest in better preparing local 
students for potential future careers 
in the fi rm as well as having a direct 
connection to environmental stew-
ardship (the most common theme for 
student projects in this program). Stu-
dents now also receive course credit 
for taking part in this opportunity.  

Paid managerial positions were 
created within the FFA for the Fruit 
Sale, Research Field, and Green-
house activities.  If managers meet 
the stipulations of their position con-
tract, they receive a percentage of the 
gross profi ts of their product’s sales. 
Given the WUHS Fruit Sale raises 
about $30,000 per year, their pay can 
be substantial. Finally, assistance was 
sought for positions that would not 
contribute to the funds of the FFA 
chapter but had value as career pre-
paratory programs and to the overall 

agricultural program.  This year, four 
internship positions were created in 
the fi elds of animal science, forestry 
and sustainability, marketing and 
communications, and business man-
agement.  Students who are hired as 
interns receive $100 per quarter plus 
a $100 bonus for submitting a record 
of their experiences. Funding comes 
from the same local corporation that 
funds the Summer Research Schol-
ars. Eight additional positions are 
planned once the pilot program has 
been completed. 

The presence of these opportuni-
ties on the school campus reduces the 
barrier that resulted when students 
had to seek out a stranger at an un-
familiar location to have a career ex-
perience.  The pay, while sometimes 
meager, ensures that there is enough 
of an incentive to participate that stu-
dents set aside extra time to complete 
the expectations of their position. If 
a student does not meet all expecta-
tions, their pay can be reduced or 
even eliminated.  It also ensures that 
each student keeps and submits a re-
cord of the experience and connects 
the experience to career skills.  Stu-
dents who complete a structured ex-
perience such as these get a taste of 
what the working world will demand 
from them in exchange for pay and 
understand that their academic suc-
cess is only a small part of the rep-
ertoire that they will need to be suc-
cessful in their future careers. 

We are preparing young people 
to work in agriculture and be in-
formed consumers and advocates
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Helping Students Identify Poten-
tial SAEs

Students in the introductory agri-
science class complete career and 
college profi les based on the career 
information on the National FFA 
website.  At the start of the second 
semester, they complete a profi le of 
experiences they have already had 
related to that career, create personal, 
career, and educational goals related 
to that career, and then describe ideal 
experiences that would then help 
them obtain that career.  During FFA 
Week, a day is set aside to connect 
students to the career and preparatory 
experiences they already have had; 
opportunities available to students 
are discussed at length so that stu-
dents are aware of the opportunities 
available to them. 

These opportunities are again re-
introduced to students at FFA chap-
ter meetings prior to the due date for 
each kind of application for various 
opportunities, and emails and text 
messages are sent to both students 
and parents with this same informa-
tion.

Minimum Requirements for SAEs 

When students register to en-
roll in agricultural sciences and join 

Waterford FFA, they are asked to ei-
ther describe their existing SAE or 
describe the SAE experiences they 
would like to have.  Every student 
must have some kind of career-pre-
paratory experience, but we leave it 
open-ended to ensure maximum par-
ticipation.  If a student wishes to use 
the SAE for an award application, the 
expectations are much higher. How-
ever, if a student is a new FFA mem-
ber and has no experience, we will be 
very open on what is acceptable with 
the expectation that the experience 
will grow into a “quality” opportu-
nity for career preparation. 

Techniques in supervising SAEs in 
Various Settings 

Traditional SAEs (such as fair 
projects) are visited on-site in a tra-
ditional manner familiar to most ag-
riculture education instructors during 
the summer months prior to the coun-
ty fair. The more contemporary SAE 
projects (such as the internships or 
managerial positions) occur on-site 
at school, making supervision simple 
and straightforward.  

I hope to take advantage of ‘re-
mote’ SAE visits in the future by hav-
ing students present their SAE using 
a virtual ‘video tour’ created using 

Craig Kohn is a Teacher in the Agri-
cultural Sciences Department, Water-
ford Union High School, Waterford, 
WI.

a cell phone or other device.  This 
would put the onus of responsibility 
on the student while still providing 
the same supervisory experiences 
for the instructor.  Should a situation 
arise in which a student’s safety is in 
question, personal visits would still 
occur to ensure that the project can 
be completed safely without constant 
instructor supervision. 

Summary

Finding the right match between 
student and a suitable SAE is not al-
ways easy. A key to success is keep-
ing in mind that SAEs can be as di-
verse as the students who conduct 
them. And our requirements and ex-
pectations need to keep up with the 
evolving communities we serve.

SAE in the Context of Agribusiness (continued from page 16)

forward at a rapid pace. This is one 
more positive example of what can 
be accomplished when everyone is 
working together for a common goal.

Summary

I began this article by explaining 
just how vital building relationships 
can be. Although it can sometimes 
take years, it is one of the most ben-
efi cial things leaders in the agricul-
tural education community can do. 
It begins with listening and taking an 

interest in the concerns of our policy 
makers and elected offi cials. We need 
to get to know them as individuals 
and hear what their views are. In re-
turn, we need to show the key ben-
efi ts of agricultural education and the 
skill development opportunities it 
provides for our youth as well as its 
necessity for our nation and our ever 
changing world. It is our responsibil-
ity to provide examples, stories, and 
illustrations on why we need them as 
partners to advocate for these causes. 

The workforce and the agricul-
tural industry are constantly evolv-
ing and adapting. If we are to stay 
relevant and purposeful in the future, 
we must be ready to change. Being 
engaged in the process and advocat-
ing for those issues most important 
to us are our most important steps. 
If we can all make this a priority, we 
can rest well, knowing we are meet-
ing the demands and challenges of an 
ever-changing world. 
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Infl uential Factors during the Development 
and Implementation Processes of Exemplary SAEs

by Eric D. Rubenstein and Andrew C. 
Thoron 

Across the country, school-
based agricultural educa-
tion (SBAE) students are 
entering an agricultural 

education classroom with a lack of 
previous agriculture experiences 
(Barrick et al., 2011).  These vast ex-
periences have assisted in supervised 
agricultural experiences (SAE) pro-
grams being considered a hardship 
by many agriculture teachers.  For 
several years, agricultural education 
researchers have informed the pro-
fession that concepts related to SAE 
must be broadened to meet the needs 
of a changing demographic of agri-
culture students (Rayfi eld & Croom, 
2010; Roberts & Harlin, 2007; Wil-
son & Moore, 2007).  In order to 
meet this need agriculture teachers, 
state staff, and agriculture teacher ed-
ucators have come together to rejuve-
nate the utilization of SAE in school-
based agricultural education (SBAE) 
programs (Barrick et al., 2011).  In 
order to adequately engage every ag-
riculture student in a SAE program, 
teachers must begin to examine the 
process in which they utilize to as-
sist students in the development and 
implementation of a SAE program.

Factors in Exemplary Programs

In a recent study of teachers and 
program partners who were engaged 
in exemplary SAE programs, Ru-
benstein (2014) identifi ed 20 factors 
to be considered by the agriculture 
teacher during the development and 
implementation of  SAE programs 
(see Figure 1).  The factors have been 
found to assist agriculture teachers in 
the development and implementation 

of individual SAE programs for ev-
ery student enrolled in an agricultural 
education course.  Enabling students 
to engage in SAE programs requires 
a dedicated and motivated agriculture 
teacher. 

Recommendations for Developing 
and Implementing SAE Programs

The Classroom

SAE continues to be a vital com-
ponent of a total agriculture educa-
tion program in which every student 
should be required to participate.  
When preparing students to develop 
and implement an SAE program, 
classroom instruction in SAE is nec-
essary.  When instructing students 
in SAE programs, teachers should 
consider providing SAE classroom 
instruction during the fi rst month of 
school. The instructional unit can in-
clude foundational information such 
as: purpose of SAE, types of SAE, 
potential SAE topics, and available 
SAE resources.  In addition, agricul-
ture teachers should provide students 
with concrete examples of previous 
students’ SAE programs to motivate 
increased participation in SAE.  

Throughout classroom instruc-
tion in SAE, teachers should provide 
students with an environment that is 
supportive and encouraging of their 
participation in SAE.  Student partici-
pation in SAE can also be increased 
if SAE programs are developed based 
upon the student’s interests in agri-
culture as opposed to the student’s 
available resources.  Teachers should 
provide students with different career 
fi nder assessments and other materi-
als to assist in identifying potential 
areas of interest within the agricul-
ture industry.  Once an agricultural 
interest is identifi ed, students should 
be required to establish personal 
goals for learning through their SAE 
instead of a four-year plan based on 
size and scope.  Classroom instruc-
tion can include guest speakers to dis-
cuss opportunities within the agricul-
ture industry, such as business and in-
dustry representatives, local farmers, 
former students, college recruiters, 
and extension agents.  Furthermore, 
teachers should identify resources 
that are available at the school and 
in the local community to assist stu-
dents in conducting an SAE program 
that is based on their personal agri-
culture interests.  

Identifi ed SAE Development and Implementation Factors
Career/Student Interest Focus Prior Sibling/Family Involvement In SAE
Classroom Supervision Program Goals
Community Member Support Required SAE Programs
Concrete Examples SAE Grade
Development of a Culture for SAE School Resources
Early Introduction of SAE Specialized Program for Each Student
FFA Infl uence Student Learning
Involved Teachers Supportive Parents
On-site Supervision Supportive Administration
Parental Knowledge of SAE Team Approach to SAE Development

Figure 1. SAE Development and Implementation Factors



20 The Agricultural Education Magazine

Students should be given an op-
portunity to showcase their SAE 
program to their peers.  Each stu-
dent should be required to complete 
a short 5-minute explanation of their 
SAE program and the goals that were 
achieved.  This should be completed 
at the end of an agricultural educa-
tion course to allow students to dis-
play their accomplishments for their 
peers, teacher, parents, community 
members, and administration to view.  
The teacher should then provide stu-
dents with assistance in expanding 
their SAE program for the future.  

Supervision and Evaluation

For many years, discussion 
has been held regarding when and 
where SAE supervision should occur.  
Teachers should feel comfortable to 
conduct both on-site and classroom 
supervision of students’ SAE pro-
grams.  While on-site supervision is 
still the preferred supervision method 
by many teachers, it is recognized 
that providing adequate on-site su-
pervision for an increasing agricul-
ture student population is diffi cult.  
Therefore, teachers should identify 
programs that would benefi t from on-
site supervision.  

Parents and community members 
who are engaged in assisting students 
with their SAE program can provide 
students with needed on-site supervi-
sion.  Therefore, parents and commu-
nity members who provide student 
SAE supervision should receive ap-
propriate training that is provided by 
the agriculture teacher.  The training 
should include information on su-
pervisory practices and the purpose 
of SAE in SBAE. The utilization of 
parents and community members as 
SAE supervisors assists teachers in 
providing adequate supervision while 
protecting the teacher’s resources 
and time.  Further, teacher educators 
should begin providing professional 
development for agriculture teachers 

on training volunteers to supervise 
and evaluate student SAE programs.  

Beyond on-site supervision, agri-
culture teachers should provide every 
student with supervision that occurs 
during classroom instructional time 
or during the school day.  SAE is a 
foundational component of SBAE, 
in fact SAE is what makes SBAE 
unique; therefore classroom instruc-
tional time should be utilized to re-
fl ect on the experience and allow for 
supervision, mentorship, and entering 
of records.  This provides teachers 
with the opportunity to gather infor-
mation regarding the students’ SAE 
programs.  These information gather-
ing sessions can assist the teacher in 
identifying students who may need 
on-site supervision by the teacher to 
have a successful SAE program. 

Agriculture teachers are also 
responsible for evaluating student 
progress and learning.  When assist-
ing students in the SAE development 
and implementation processes, teach-
ers should ensure that student learn-
ing is present in the student’s SAE 
program goals.  Students should be 
required to develop, at minimum, two 
to three program and personal goals 
that can assist agriculture teachers in 
determining the students’ learning in 
their SAE program.  Therefore, teach-
ers should evaluate SAE programs 
based upon students’ completion of 
SAE program assignments and the 
students’ knowledge and personal 
development through SAE participa-
tion.  

When evaluating SAE programs, 
teachers should provide students 
with grading rubrics that describe 
the teacher’s expectations.  To re-
fl ect the individual experiences, it is 
recommended that teachers evaluate 
student learning in a subjective man-
ner based upon the student’s growth 
during their SAE program and the 
achievement of the SAE goals.  

SAE Culture

To assist in increasing student 
SAE participation, agriculture teach-
ers should work to develop a culture 
for SAE within their school and com-
munity.  In the study teachers noted 
that through dedication and persever-
ance a SAE culture can be developed.  
To help develop a SAE culture, all 
students must be required to conduct 
a SAE program and to engage in their 
SAE for a defi ned number of hours.  
A portion of the course grade should 
be tied to the completion of SAE ac-
tivities and learning through engage-
ment in the SAE program.  In order to 
increase school support for SAE, the 
agriculture teacher should consider 
inviting school administrators to ob-
serve SAE-based lessons and activi-
ties.  Administrators should also be 
invited to observe students showcas-
ing their SAE programs at the end of 
a course.

When developing a SAE culture, 
parental knowledge and support of 
SAE can assist in motivating students 
to participate.  Teachers should pro-
vide printed materials and presenta-
tions to parents.  These printed mate-
rials and presentations should include 
general information regarding the 
purpose of SAE and a parent’s role in 
the SAE program. Presentations can 
be conducted during assigned time 
or during “Meet the Teacher” events 
at the beginning of each school year.  
Printed materials can be provided at 
the beginning of the school year with 
the course syllabus and other impor-
tant materials that are signed by par-
ents. 

Factors to Consider During SAE 
Development and Implementation

1. The agriculture teacher should 
support and encourage student 
participation in SAE.

2. When instructing students about 
SAE, the agriculture teacher 
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should utilize concrete examples 
of student SAE programs.  

3. Instruction in SAE and SAE re-
cord keeping should occur in the 
fi rst month of classroom instruc-
tion. 

4. The agriculture teacher should 
evaluate the SAE based upon the 
students’ development during 
their engagement in their SAE. 

5. Agriculture teachers should con-
tinue to utilize SAE in a total 
SBAE program.

6. Agriculture teachers should inte-
grate student SAE programs into 
classroom instruction.

7. Agriculture teachers should con-
duct a SAE showcase at the end 
of a semester for students to 
showcase their work.

8. Students should receive a grade 
for their SAE programs

9. SAE participation should be re-
quired of all students.

10. Agriculture teachers should as-
sist students in the development 
of SAE programs that incorpo-
rate the student’s interests.

11. Agriculture teachers should as-
sist student in ensuring that learn-
ing is present in a SAE. 

12. Agriculture teachers should iden-
tify school resources that can be 
utilized by students when con-
ducting a SAE.

13. Parents should receive informa-
tion through presentations and 
printed materials to increase their 
knowledge of SAE.

14. Agriculture teachers should iden-
tify capable parents and commu-
nity members to serve as SAE 
supervisors.  

15. Community members should re-
ceive training when assisting in 
the supervision of a student SAE.

16. Agriculture teachers should have 
students develop goals for their 
SAE programs.

17. Agriculture teachers should en-
gage in the development of a cul-
ture for SAE. 

18. Agriculture teachers should in-
vite school administration to 
observe SAE-based lessons and 
activities. 

19. Agriculture teachers should uti-
lize both on-site and classroom 
supervision. 

Summary

The future of SAE is currently at 
a crucial point, due to a lack of stu-
dent participation. However, within 
the agricultural education profession 
SAE is recognized as pillar of a total 
SBAE program and that SAE is ad-
ditional work beyond classroom in-
struction and FFA.  Further, building 
a culture and incorporating SAE in a 
manner in which it should be devel-
oped, as an integral component of the 
SBAE curriculum, does take time.   
Therefore, classroom instructional 
time and school resources should be 
utilized to engage students and assist 
the agriculture teacher in developing 
a culture for student engagement in 
SAE.  By adopting the factors that 
were identifi ed and discussed in this 
article, agriculture teachers can assist 
all of their students in the develop-
ment and implementation of exem-
plary SAE programs.  
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Preparing Students for a Successful Future: 
Experiential Learning and the 21st Century Student

by Katrina A. Swinehart

Multiple times each day 
I get the question, 
“Miss Swinehart, are 
we doing something 

today?” Initially, I was frustrated by 
the exchange; however, I have come 
to fi nd out my students equate doing 
something other than an interactive, 
hands-on activity with doing “noth-
ing” during my class. I have learned 
my students thrive on learning ex-
periences when they are able to use 
their hands in conjunction with their 
knowledge to master a concept. 
When selecting classes for next year, 
students specifi cally select lab and 
hands-on activity courses. Consider-
ing the current changes in curriculum 
and the modern education emphasis 
on critical thinking and inquiry-based 
learning, shouldn’t agricultural edu-
cation be celebrating the fact that we 
have been practicing this in our class-
rooms and programs for years? 

Suggestions from Literature 

Many pieces of literature over 
the years (Bloom, 1974; Carroll, 
1989; Darling-Hammond & Falk, 
1997; Glaser, 1963) have recom-
mended this pedagogy for improv-
ing student achievement and the 
teaching and learning exercised in 
many agricultural education class-
rooms. Swinehart (2013) found that 
the strongest reason students enrolled 
in agricultural education courses 
initially was the opportunity for ex-
periential learning. Roberts & Ball 
(2009) suggested that educators 
can use this experiential learning to 
teach more than just agricultural les-
sons; the lessons could expand into 
teaching our students various life 
lessons. Cano (2005) stated that the 

fi eld of experiential learning is vast 
and includes many different types of 
learning activities, assessments, and 
ways for the students to develop their 
knowledge. “Problem based learn-
ing, which has been embraced in the 
career and technical education fi eld, 
is also directly related to experiential 
learning” (Clark, Threeton & Ewing, 
2010).

Application to the Agricultural Ed-
ucation Model

Experiential learning can easily 
be infused into your plans, regard-
less of the part of the agricultural 
education model that you are hop-
ing to address. Here are some sug-
gestions and success stories from 
infusing experiential learning into 
the classroom, SAE, and FFA activi-
ties. Students today are used to being 
entertained, so fi nding ways to help 
them enjoy school is becoming more 
diffi cult. However, if you are creative 
enough and willing to think “outside 
the box,” engaging students is not a 
problem.

Hands-on Labs in Classrooms

My students especially enjoy 
doing hands-on labs. They love to 
bring the information from their 
notes to life. I am CASE certifi ed in 
the AFNR course, and I am excited 
to be participating the Food Science 
and Safety course in 2014. I am add-
ing the second CASE course at my 
students’ request. They want to do 
more activities like this. My students 
enjoy seeing the real-life example of 
the information, they like being able 
to question the activity, and the entire 
time they are using critical thinking 
skills. I have been impressed with 
the outcome of using CASE in my 

classroom. Additionally, I have uti-
lized similar labs and activities in 
my classroom, and the students are 
always surprised when the bell rings 
and they look forward to the next ac-
tivity. Jeremy Ryan, instructor at West 
Muskingum High School in Zanes-
ville, Ohio involves his students in a 
multitude of hands-on activities. He 
states that he utilizes Lab-Aids activi-
ties at times to bring concepts to life 
for students. Additionally, Jeremy ex-
panded on another hands-on, real-life 
activity students participate in during 
his greenhouse and nursery manage-
ment course.

“The students run a business 
within the class. They hold job inter-
views within the company, and 2-3 
days per week the kids are in charge 
of running the business in our green-
house. The students create a business 
plan, play in the different roles within 
the business, and experience all the 
highs and lows of being in an entre-
preneur.”

Hands-on activities within the 
classroom require students to connect 
information happening in the activity 
to the prior knowledge obtained from 
their notes. This is a great opportu-
nity to help students sharpen their 
critical thinking skills, hone in on 
making logical inferences, and begin 
to identify relationships based on in-
formation given. Hands-on learning 
is a great place to begin inquiry-based 
learning, which can help enhance stu-
dent learning.

The nature of supervised agri-
cultural experience is experiential 
learning. Students are experiencing 
a project in the community where 
they are expanding their knowledge 
of agriculture. To ensure that they are 
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sharpening their 21st century learning 
skills, help them keep admirable re-
cords, help them think deeply about 
their experiences, and encourage 
them to broaden their horizons. I re-
cently had a student switch her SAE 
from volunteering after school to her 
AgriScience Fair project. She was en-
joying her project so much she decid-
ed she wants to complete one every 
year through high school. Help stu-
dents identify their passions, connect 
them to what is going on at school, 
and help them apply their knowledge. 
You will see them fl ourish in ways 
that may seem unimaginable at fi rst. 
A student in a project he or she cares 
little about or are unmotivated to 
complete will care little about what is 
being learned or feel any tie to com-
pleting it; little can be gleaned from 
that entire situation and the impact 
can last a long time.

SAE and Agriscience Fair

Gina Neff, instructor at Lancaster 
High School in Lancaster, Ohio in-
volves her students heavily in Agri-
science Fair projects, and she has 
found great success in connecting the 
classroom to student SAE projects in 
this way. She had the following to say 
about her experience.

“Probably the best example of 
the experiential learning is through 
the Agriscience Fair project that is 
incorporated into my class.  All of 
my sophomores, juniors, and seniors 
have to complete an agriscience fair 
project by April.  They can choose to 
exhibit at the State Agriscience Fair 
if they want, but they do not have to.   
To incorporate it in my classroom, it 
is a requirement of the course, but it 
also counts as an SAE.  The reason I 
do this is most of my students do not 
have experiences that are agricultur-
ally related for SAE’s, so this allows 
them to have that experience.”

SAE Programs allow students 
to select an interest and create a pro-

gram outside of school, in most cases, 
where they can explore a career or 
area of knowledge by job shadowing, 
holding a position, owning a small 
business, or other project. The op-
tions for SAE programs is endless, 
and that is the beauty. Students enjoy 
learning from this because they have 
a lot of freedom, within reason, to 
choose something they are passionate 
about. The learning of 21st century 
skills here is “disguised” as fun, and 
that’s what makes this an amazing 
opportunity for students.

CDE Involvement

FFA members have many oppor-
tunities to apply their knowledge to 
competitions, positions, and events,  
or they are able to gain additional 
information through experiential 
learning. Career development events 
are the most common way that FFA 
members utilize their knowledge 
in a hands-on, experiential learning 
method. Meredith Wolfe, instructor at 
Fairview High School in Sherwood, 
Ohio has had numerous successful 
career development event teams. She 
shared some of her strategies. 

“I encourage students to partici-
pate in CDEs that they may be in-
terested in. I also continually try to 
encourage students to participate in 
CDEs that they know nothing about 
but are interested in. I have also found 
CDEs a great way to involve my com-
munity in my program. I have uti-
lized community members who have 
experience in the topic such as a past 
college livestock judge for livestock 
judging, we’ve visited greenhouses 
and fl orists for fl oriculture, or a horse 
trainer for equine. This seems to help 
the kids a lot and motivate them once 
they see the coach’s enthusiasm and 
excitement for the topic. CDEs are 
also a way for students to explore 
topics that are not in the classes they 
are enrolled in or careers they may be 
interested in.”

To enhance 21st century skills, 
FFA members can participate in the 
multitude of opportunities to apply 
knowledge learned in the classroom 
to CDEs, leadership activities, trips, 
and other events. FFA is a fun way for 
students to meet others while enhanc-
ing skills that have, for a long time, 
been attributed to making a meaning-
ful difference in the lives of previous 
students. 

Conclusion

Experiential learning should not 
be considered an option but as a re-
quirement for all agricultural educa-
tion programs across the country. Ex-
periential learning will help develop 
students for their futures and improve 
their achievement in all academic ar-
eas. It may be possible that your class 
is the only one where experiential 
learning is even presented to them as 
an opportunity; therefore, embrace it, 
see the potential that it has for your 
students, and witness the change it 
could have for your program in many 
different ways. The challenge at hand 
is not to focus on the content of the 
lesson, but rather the method in which 
we are sharing the information. 
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by James R. Stone III

Power of Experiential 
Learning Experiential 
learning or learning by do-
ing has a long history in 

the United States. Colonial appren-
ticeship programs such as those that 
shaped our nation’s leaders like Ben-
jamin Franklin were certainly one 
form of what we now call experien-
tial learning. In the mid-19th century, 
experiential learning as an accepted 
form of pedagogy began to appear 
on college campuses, especially in 
the professional schools (Lewis & 
Williams, 1994). By the early part of 
the 20th century, scholars like John 
Dewey began to challenge the tra-
ditional approaches to teaching and 
learning that held sway in public edu-
cation. His most noted articulation of 
his perspectives came in Democracy 
and Education (Dewey, 1916). Later 
he laid out experiential learning as a 
powerful pedagogy in Experience in 
Education (Dewey, 1938).  It is inter-
esting if not ironic that Dewey was no 
fan of the vocational education of his 
day with its focus, narrow in his view, 
on skills training. He was however a 
proponent of learning through work 
or experiential education. 

Experiential education is not a 
pedagogy unique to career-techni-
cal education (CTE) classes. Sci-
ence teachers can engage students 
in experiments testing water qual-
ity in their community; social stud-
ies teachers can have students write 
oral histories of their families; Eng-
lish teachers can have students write 
books for elementary school children 
working with graphic arts students to 
illustrate the text, and so forth. The 
inclusion of senior projects, one ap-
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proach to experiential learning, has 
become common across the United 
States. Service learning, another 
manifestation of experiential learn-
ing, has gained support in states and 
school districts as well. 

Agricultural education, too, has a 
long history of experiential education 
through supervised agricultural edu-
cation (SAE). However, few fami-
lies and students live on farms in the 
21st century, limiting traditional ap-
proaches to SAE. Perhaps in recogni-
tion of this, Phipps & Osborne (1988) 
defi ned experiential learning in agri-
cultural education as encompassing 
all practical agricultural activities of 
educational value conducted by stu-
dents outside of class and lab instruc-
tion time or on school-released time 
for which systematic instruction and 
supervision are provided by teacher, 
parents, employers and others. Clark, 
Threeton and Ewing (2010) provide 
a comprehensive introduction to the 
possibilities of experiential learning 
in CTE.

CTE and especially agricultural 
education has the advantage of ac-
cess to authentic workplaces where 
the curriculum can 
play out Dewey’s 
notion of learning 
through occupations 
(Dewey, 1938).  As 
one form of expe-
riential learning, 
work-based learn-
ing (WBL) offers a 
unique opportunity 
to more than engage 
learners; it is a nec-
essary component 
of college and ca-
reer readiness.

College and Career Readiness

College and career readiness 
(CCR) has become the new buzz 
word to defi ne education reform. 
From President Obama to most gov-
ernors to all manner of public inter-
est advocacy organizations there is a 
recognition that public education has 
to be about more than just moving 
students on to the next level of edu-
cation, i.e. college. 

Stone and Lewis (2012) provide 
a framework for more clearly defi n-
ing what college and career readi-
ness means. To be college and career 
ready, they argue that a high school 
graduate must have mastery of three 
kinds of skills. Academic knowledge 
is the most obvious, especially the 
occupational expression of academ-
ics; the ability use academic knowl-
edge to solve authentic problems. 
The second skill set includes two 
kinds of employability skills, often 
called ‘soft skills.’ These skills range 
from a basic understanding of how 
to act in an adult environment (e.g., 
work in teams, interact with supervi-
sors) to good oral and written com-
munication skills to more complex 
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behavioral attributes like persistence 
and diligence. Finally, career readi-
ness requires technical skills. These 
are unique to specifi c occupational 
pathways and are usually certifi ed 
through an industry recognized cre-
dential (certifi cate, diploma, degree).

The Power of WBL

Work-based learning as a pedago-
gy has the potential to build the kinds 
of skills and behaviors that research 
is increasingly showing are critical to 
success in many fi elds of human en-
deavor including the workplace and 
college. It is quite clear that learning 
within a community of professional 
practice provides students with un-
paralleled opportunity to learn adult 
behaviors necessary to prosper in to-
day’s work place. The SCANS report 
(1992) identifi ed fi ve key competen-
cy areas necessary in all workplaces 
– competencies not easily developed 
in typical high school classrooms. 
These include the productive use of 
resources including time, money, ma-
terial, space and staff. Interpersonal 
skills include more than the usual 
teamwork. The SCANS list of inter-
personal skills includes negotiation, 
leadership, and teaching skills as well 
as working in a multicultural envi-
ronment. The ability to acquire and 
evaluate data and interpret those data 
represents another skill set. Under-
stand social, organizational and tech-
nological system and knowing how to 
trouble shoot systems is the fourth set 
of skills. And fi nally, the SCANS re-
port identifi ed knowledge of and skill 
in using technology appropriate to 
the workplace as the fi fth set of skills 
required to be a productive worker in 
the today’s workplace. Duckworth 
(2013) has popularized the notion of 
“grit” or non-cognitive skills and be-
haviors as crucial to success. In her 
research, she identifi ed persistence, 
diligence, consistency and the abil-
ity to deal with setbacks as critical 

to success in the workplace. As with 
the SCANS skills, grit is not easily 
developed in classroom settings, but 
more easily learned through carefully 
crafted, experiential, or work-based 
learning. 

That WBL matters, one only has 
to look at international comparisons. 
We know our students do not do well 
in international comparisons of aca-
demic performance, but what is less 
well known is how intensive CTE 
which includes WBL positively af-
fects key measures of school perfor-
mance including attendance rates, 
secondary graduation rates, and col-
lege attendance (Bishop & Mane, 
2004; OECD, 2010). In addition, 
Stone and Lewis (2012) summarized 
numerous studies that showed evi-
dence that students who participate in 
high school WBL:

• show improved reading scores;

• enroll in postsecondary educa-
tion at levels on par with similar 
students; and

• showed improved postsecondary 
achievement.

Work-Based Learning Opportuni-
ties

Today’s high schools have sev-
eral WBL pedagogies they could em-
ploy, with a variety of features. Stone 
and Lewis (2012) summarized these 
as:  

Job shadowing is a career explo-
ration activity for middle school and 
early high school students. Students 
follow an employee in a work setting 
for one or more days to learn about a 
particular occupation or industry.

School-based enterprises are en-
terprises in which goods or services 
are produced by students as part of 
their school program. Stern, Stone, 
Hopkins, McMillion, and Crain 

(1994) refi ned this defi nition by fo-
cusing on production of goods and 
services for sale to or use by people 
other than the students involved.

Internships are situations where 
students work for a specifi ed period 
of time for an employer to learn about 
a particular industry or occupation. 
Workplace activities may include 
sample tasks across different busi-
ness units or may focus on special 
projects or on a single occupation. 
Internships may or may not include 
fi nancial compensation.

Cooperative education is a struc-
tured method of instruction whereby 
students alternate or coordinate their 
high school or postsecondary studies 
with a job in a fi eld related to their 
academic or occupational objectives. 
Written training and evaluation plans 
guide the instruction, and students 
receive course credit for both their 
work and classroom experiences.

Apprenticeships. Registered ap-
prenticeships are contracts between 
an employer and employee during 
which the paid worker, or apprentice, 
learns an occupation in a structured 
program. Many apprenticeships are 
jointly sponsored by employers and 
labor unions. The contract specifi es 
increasing wage levels as the appren-
tice learns additional skills. Youth ap-
prenticeships are typically multiyear 
combinations of school- and work-
based learning in a specifi c occupa-
tional cluster designed to lead direct-
ly into either a related postsecondary 
program or a registered apprentice-
ship. Unlike registered apprentice-
ships, youth apprenticeships may or 
may not include fi nancial compensa-
tion.

Each of these WBL methodolo-
gies varies in the mix of school-based 
and work-based time. As well, each 
offers a different mix of skill devel-
opment. All do offer, however, the 
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benefi t of experiential learning when 
done well. 

The Pedagogy of WBL

A well-structured WBL experi-
ence follows the process outlined by 
Kolb (1984) with the concrete experi-
ence or authentic work becoming the 
beginning of the process. As noted 
earlier, Clark and colleagues provide 
a well-developed discussion of the 
application of experiential learning 
theory to CTE.

WBL must be well conceptual-
ized with the focus on learning and 
less a focus just on the work. Well-
crafted learning plans should struc-
ture this experience, ensuring stu-
dents are exposed to communities of 
practice and rotate among positions 
and tasks. There are many ways agri-
cultural teachers can guide refl ection, 
theory building, experimentation and 
linking back to a renewed under-
standing of the workplace. 

Effective WBL is built on close 
relationships between the agricultural 
instructor and the business partner. 
This means both should contribute to 
the assessment of the student-learner 
and these should be guided by indus-
try standards. 

WBL should begin early in the 
high school student’s career. Follow-

ing a developmen-
tal approach with 
introductions to the 
workplace through 
experiences like job 
shadowing; bringing 
business and indus-
try mentors into the 
classroom to discuss 
careers. By the se-
nior year, students 
could be spending 
substantial periods 
of time learning in 
the workplace as 
part of a transition to 

careers and college.

Of the several approaches to 
WBL, three stand out as the most vi-
able: internships, school-based enter-
prises, and cooperative education.

Internships. 

University of Georgia provides, 
paid internships for talented high 
school students to work with agricul-
tural researchers. Students are paired 
with a mentor-scientist, working in a 
fi eld of the student's interest. With the 
mentor's help, each student develops 
a science project to work on over the 
summer. At the end of the program, 
students present reports on their proj-
ects and essays detailing their sum-
mer internship experience. Similar 
programs are offered at many univer-
sities across the country.

A study by the National Center 
for Research in Vocational Education 
led by U.C. Berkley examined intern-
ships at the Chicago High School 
for Agricultural Sciences in the mid-
1990s. Among the more intriguing 
internships was one with the Chicago 
Mercantile Exchange where a student 
interned in the agricultural commodi-
ties products division.

With the rise in biotech employ-
ment, it would be easy to imagine 

internships in occupations ranging 
from bioinformatics specialist to fo-
rensic DNA analysis to more tradi-
tional careers such as greenhouse or 
fi eld technicians. 

School Based Enterprise

School-based enterprises (SBE) 
engage students in school-based ac-
tivities that produce goods or ser-
vices for sale or use to people other 
than the students involved. In high 
schools and two-year colleges, these 
activities range from mini-enterprises 
where students build houses, oper-
ate restaurants, manage retail stores, 
repair and sell cars, raise crops and 
livestock, staff child care centers, 
publish books and periodicals, con-
duct studies of environmental quality 
or energy conservation, reconstruct 
local historical landmarks, and en-
gage in small-scale manufacturing 
(Stern, Stone, Hopkins, McMillion, 
& Crain, 1994). Agricultural edu-
cation programs could sponsor any 
number of SBEs. A vibrant example 
of a crop-based agricultural SBE is in 
Polk County, Florida.

Cooperative Education

Supervised agricultural experi-
ence has been the mainstay of tra-
ditional agricultural programs. The 
requirements and standards for these 
kinds of experiences are well docu-
mented (Program Planning Hand-
book, 2013: Chapter 8). This model 
has served agricultural education 
well for more than a century but as 
noted in the introduction, few youth 
grow up on farms. But many more 
grow up in cities.

Urban agriculture is expand-
ing cities in cities like Detroit where 
swaths of vacant lots have blossomed 
into community gardens where resi-
dents can ‘pick their own’ for free; 
where bees are raised commercially; 
and community farms sell produce to 
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local restaurants. It doesn’t take much 
imagination to build an SAE program 
linked to one of these where students 
can apply the classroom based learn-
ing and develop the habits of a pro-
ductive adult. 

There are many other cooperative 
education opportunities in agricultur-
al related businesses from nurseries, 
to landscaping businesses, to the Chi-
cago Mercantile Exchange. 

Final Thoughts

There has been a convergence in 
understanding of the importance of 
engaging all students in meaningful 
experiences in a workplace setting. 
Less about specifi c technical skill de-
velopment, WBL provides an oppor-
tunity to develop the habits of mind 
necessary to be a productive adult. 
Well-structured WBL can develop 
the non-cognitive skills, often called 
soft-skills, that are diffi cult to devel-
op in traditional classroom settings. 
As our European and Asian economic 
competitors know, engaging youth in 
meaningful, sustained WBL contrib-
utes to the student’s individual devel-
opment and in the long run, contrib-
utes to economic development. 
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Philosophy on SAE Instruction 
in Agriculture Teacher Education

Adopted by AAAE, May 2013

Supervised Agricultural 
Experience (SAE) is a 
planned and supervised 
program of experience-

based learning activities that ex-
tend school-based instruction and 
enhance knowledge, skills, and 
awareness in agriculture and natu-
ral resources. SAE is recognized as 
one of the cornerstones of a qual-
ity agricultural education program, 
complementing classroom and 
laboratory instruction and leader-
ship and personal development. 
Agricultural teacher educators are 
committed to providing the instruc-
tion to teacher candidates on how 
to successfully implement SAE in 
the total agricultural education pro-
gram. 

Agricultural teacher educa-
tors should provide instruction on 
SAE as part of pre-service educa-
tion and in-service education, and 
continue to assist in the creation of 
materials that assist in delivery of 
SAE supervision. Teacher candi-
dates should exit the program with 
the philosophy that SAE is a pro-
gram for ALL students enrolled in 
agricultural education courses and 
is not a single project. The SAE 
program is documented to show 
student development and success 
through recordkeeping that contrib-

utes to a student portfolio and can 
be adapted to fi t the needs of indi-
vidual students with consideration 
of contextual variables. Teacher 
candidates should be well-versed in 
the theory of experiential learning 
to assist in their interpretation and 
implementation of SAE. 

SAE is a unique component of 
the curriculum in public school; 
therefore, teacher candidates 
should be prepared to engage key 
stakeholders such as local school 
administrators, parents, and advi-
sory committees throughout the 
year. This engagement should in-
clude educating partners about the 
positive academic impact that indi-
vidual SAE programs have on stu-
dents including fi nancial literacy 
and entrepreneurial dispositions. In 
addition, this could include engag-
ing partners in placement, supervi-
sion, and evaluation. 

A key aspect of SAE is supervi-
sion, which is best facilitated by a 
certifi ed secondary agricultural in-
structor. Teacher candidates should 
be well-versed in supervision tech-
niques and working with others in 
supporting student SAE programs. 
The supervision can include home 
and work place visits involving 
key strategic partners such as fam-
ily, employers, other teachers, and 
other mentors. Teacher candidates 

should be prepared to guide the de-
velopment of a plan that addresses 
growth toward the student’s career 
interest. 

Teacher educators should pre-
pare teacher candidates to instruct 
and deliver SAE as an integral part 
of the curriculum; an extension of 
classroom and laboratory instruc-
tion; and conducted outside of the 
individual student’s scheduled class 
time. As part of the curriculum, 
planning for SAE is necessitated to 
ensure the effectiveness of this type 
of differentiated instruction, and 
should include learning objectives 
and agreements among involved 
parties. Additionally, teacher can-
didates should be able to provide 
instruction regarding how SAE 
contributes to the improvement of 
fi nancial literacy and the entrepre-
neurship capacity of students. 

Teacher candidates should 
be prepared to effectively evalu-
ate the SAE program as part of 
the instructional program, making 
SAE program involvement part 
of the course grade for students 
in agricultural education. Beyond 
academic assessment, students 
should also be recognized for their 
time and energy invested in learn-
ing through recognition programs 
provided through FFA at the local, 
state, and national levels. 


