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The purpose of this study was to examine student motivation for SAEs through the lens of the Self-
Determination Theory.  Self-Determination Theory proposed that human beings are more genuinely moti-
vated when driven by internal factors as opposed to external factors.  We used historical research and 
general qualitative interpretative methods to develop an explanation of student motivation for SAEs.  We 
examined historical magazines, documents, and books for detailed cases of SAE participation.  Three 
specific time periods were examined: 1928-1934, 1947-1953, and 1966-1973.  We found that student mo-
tivation for SAEs has been a prevailing topic since the 1920s.  SAEs have typically been initiated by uti-
lizing extrinsic motivating forces through mandating, awards, class requirements, or collaborative school 
projects.  Although extrinsic motivation was not ideal, half of the cases studied ended with a developed 
internal locus of causality.  This demonstrated that student motivation to participate in SAEs could be 
established by external motivators and later sustained by internal stimulus.  We recommend that agricul-
tural education practitioners use caution when assigning external rewards.  Overuse of external rewards 
such as money, trophies, or recognition could potentially distort a student’s acquisition of the “true” SAE 
values of enhanced learning and career exploration.  
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Supervised agricultural experiences (SAEs) 
are intended to be an experiential learning tool 
for students enrolled in school-based agricultural 
education programs.  SAEs constitute one-third 
of the agricultural education model and are criti-
cal to the mission of agricultural education 
(Moore, 1988; Phipps, Osborne, Dyer, & Ball, 
2008).  Through SAEs, students apply concepts 
learned in the classroom to real world applica-
tions (Dyer & Osborne, 1995; Dyer & Williams, 
1997; Phipps et al., 2008; Talbert, Vaughn, & 
Croom, 2005).  Agriculture teachers value the 
concept of SAEs but often fail to successfully 
implement SAEs within their programs (Dyer & 
Osborne, 1995; Retallick, 2010).  Furthermore, 
student participation in SAEs has consistently 
declined throughout the past few decades (Dyer 
& Osborne, 1995; Retallick & Martin, 2005; 
Steele, 1997).  However, the reasons for declin-
ing student participation in SAEs have not been 

well examined.  Considering the long  history 
and purported value of SAEs, an examination of 
students’ motivation over the years for SAE par-
ticipation could help educators understand the 
trend of declining SAE participation.   

Student participation in SAEs has historical-
ly been a concern of agricultural educators.  To 
address this problem, agricultural education pro-
fessionals have required agriculture students to 
engage in a SAE.  During the early years of the 
agricultural education profession, federal and 
state governing agencies mandated student par-
ticipation in SAEs (Moore, 2003; Wilson & 
Moore, 2007).  Though SAEs are no longer fed-
erally mandated, many teachers require all stu-
dents to have a SAE or maintain SAE records as 
a component of the curriculum (Dyer & Os-
borne, 1995; Retallick, 2010).  Although the 
teacher’s intentions of requiring student SAE 
participation may be well intended, research in-
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dicates that students can potentially develop 
negative attitudes towards SAEs if they are per-
ceived as just a requirement (Schunk, Pintrich, 
& Meece, 2008). 

Researchers have suggested declining SAE 
involvement is partly attributed to a lack of stu-
dent motivation for SAE participation (Dyer & 
Osborne, 1995; Osborne, 1988).  The National 
FFA Organization (FFA) has provided awards to 
stimulate student interest and participation in 
SAEs.  By the 1940s, B. L. Bible (1941) de-
scribed how the FFA degree system motivated 
students’ participation in SAEs.  “The oppor-
tunity for degree advancement provides the sin-
gle strongest drive for the boy to develop a 
strong supervised farm practice program…. if he 
works hard enough to build a record of scholar-
ship and leadership and a long-time farming 
program” (p. 117).  Teachers still attempt to 
stimulate and maintain student participation in 
SAEs using FFA Proficiency Award, FFA De-
grees, and American Star Award programs 
(Bender, Taylor, Hansen, & Newcomb, 1979; 
National FFA Organization, 2012; Retallick, 
2010; Tenney, 1977; Wilson & Moore, 2007).  
However, current motivational theories suggest 
that excessive extrinsic awards are not always an 
effective strategy to motivate students (Deci & 
Ryan, 1985a; Schunk, 2009). 

Agricultural education professionals have 
utilized mandates and awards to stimulate and 
motivate student participation in SAEs.  Howev-
er, the problem may not be a lack of motiva-
tion—the problem could be a lack of effective 
motivational strategies.  Existing research relat-
ed to SAEs has primarily focused on the teach-
er’s motivation for implementing SAEs (Jenkins 
& Kitchel, 2009;  Retallick, 2010; Robinson & 
Haynes, 2011; Wilson & Moore, 2007).  Limited 
research exists to examine motivational ap-
proaches used in SAE programs and subsequent 
behaviors of students resulting from those moti-
vational approaches.  The continued decrease in 
SAE participation constitutes a problem that 
may be alleviated by examining how agriculture 
students have been effectively or ineffectively 
motivated to begin and continue participation in 
SAEs. 

 
 
 

Purpose of the Study 
 
We conducted a review of historical SAE 

literature to better understand how student moti-
vation to initiate and participate in SAEs 
evolved during the first 60 years of vocational 
agriculture.  The purpose of this study was to 
examine student motivation for SAEs through 
the lens of the Self-Determination Theory (Deci 
& Ryan, 1985a).  Specifically, SAEs were ana-
lyzed according to the two central concepts of 
Self-Determination Theory: (a) regulatory styles 
and (b) perceived locus of causality (Ryan & 
Deci, 2000).  This study aligns to Priority 5 of 
the National Research Agenda to develop highly 
effective agricultural education programs (Doer-
fert, 2011). 

 
Theoretical Framework 

 
Motivation is the “means to be moved to do 

something” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 54).  Ac-
cording to Self-Determination Theory, human 
behaviors are a result of motivating forces that 
fluctuate on a continuum.  On one end of the 
continuum is intrinsic motivation, or being mo-
tivated by internal forces, and on the other end is 
extrinsic motivation, or being motivated by ex-
ternal forces (Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 2008).  
Self-Determination Theory proposes that human 
behavior is contingent on the level of choice an 
individual has before and during an activity.  An 
individual will have a higher level of motivation 
for an activity if they believe the activity is self-
directed (Deci & Ryan, 1985a).  The motivating 
forces continuum can be further differentiated 
by two categories of when motivating forces can 
fluctuate: (a) regulatory styles and (b) perceived 
locus of causality (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

 
Regulatory Motivating Styles 

 
Regulatory styles are the reasons or choices 

for beginning an action.  Regulatory styles can 
fluctuate between highly controlled by the indi-
vidual to highly uncontrolled by the individual.  
Regulatory styles are classified as being amoti-
vational, extrinsic, or intrinsic to the individual 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
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Amotivational regulatory styles 
 
The antithesis of being motivated is amoti-

vation.  An individual may become amotivated 
when forced to participate in an activity rather 
than having a choice to participate in the activi-
ty.  An individuals may be provided with little if 
any decision making opportunities throughout 
the activity and will often maintain a low value 
for the activity (Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 
2008).  Amotivation regulation styles can be 
harmful to an individual’s emotions related to 
the activity at hand (Abramson, Seligman, & 
Teasdale, 1978; Deci & Ryan, 1985a; Ryan, 
1995).  An individual who experiences an amo-
tivational regulatory style is likely to develop 
negative feelings towards the activity as well as 
other persons or institutions associated with the 
activity (Ryan & Deci, 2000).   

 
Extrinsic regulatory styles 

 
An individual is classified as being external-

ly motivated when they are persuaded, coerced, 
or enticed to choose participation in an activity 
(Vallerand & Bissonnette, 1992).  This could 
include an individual participating in an activity 
primarily to receive extrinsic rewards or to avoid 
extrinsic punishments.  Although the individual 
did in fact have a choice concerning participa-
tion, the individual was externally pressured 
enough to lose the feeling of self-directedness 
(Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 2008).  The indi-
vidual may not necessarily desire to participate 
but is ultimately persuaded to participate based 
upon external consequences (Ryan & Deci, 
2000).  An individual will be compliant simply 
to receive the reward or avoid the punishment; 
thus, the individual’s internal value for the activ-
ity may be diminished (Schunk, Pintrich, & 
Meece, 2008).   

 
Intrinsic regulatory styles 

 
An individual is intrinsically motivated 

when their actions are chosen based upon their 
internal aspirations (Deci, 1971) that have little 
or no external reward or consequence (Deci & 
Ryan, 1987; White, 1959).  Actions driven by 
intrinsic regulations are often used to satisfy one 
or more of three needs influencing human be-

haviors: competence, a person’s need to feel a 
level of confidence in themselves and their abili-
ties; relatedness, the feeling that one belongs to a 
group or community; and autonomy, one’s abil-
ity to feel control, choice, or direction (Deci & 
Ryan, 1985a; Ryan & Deci, 2002).  Intrinsic 
motivation is looked upon as the most powerful 
and fulfilling regulatory style.  The individual’s 
decision and/or consequences of participation 
are based solely on that individual; the internal 
meaningfulness before, during, and after the ac-
tivity is what causes an individual to participate 
(Schunk, 2009).  

  
Perceived Locus of Causality  

 
The second category of fluctuating motiva-

tional factors is the perceived locus of causality 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000).  Locus of causality de-
scribes how an individual chose to continue par-
ticipating in an activity independent of the initial 
regulatory style.  Locus of causality is classified 
as impersonal, external, or internal according to 
Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 
2000).  

 
Impersonal causality 

 
Impersonal locus of causality represents the 

least self-directed and least motivated level of 
causation for continuance of an activity.  An 
individual will view the activity as being beyond 
their ability to control decisions and/or out-
comes.  An individual who experiences an im-
personal locus of causality is likely to react to an 
activity in a submissive or passive manner 
(Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 2008).  The result 
is an individual reluctant to continue the activity 
and will often become disengaged from that ac-
tivity (Deci & Ryan, 1985b).   

 
External causality 

 
An individual can experience external cau-

sality if some level of self-directedness occurs 
during the activity.  However, a distinctive dif-
ference is the individual feels compelled by an 
external force to continue participation in the 
activity.  An individual may choose to continue 
to participate in an activity to gain an external 
reward, avoid some type of loss, or avoid a pun-
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ishment (Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 2008).  
Although the individual has chosen to partici-
pate, the individual is less likely to continue the 
activity in the future because the choice to con-
tinue participation was derived from an external 
pressure (Ryan & Connell, 1989).   

 
Internal causality 

 
An individual may choose to continue a task 

if the task is inherently valuable (Vallerand & 
Bissonnette, 1992).  In other words, the individ-
ual’s locus of causality is derived mostly from 
the interest held for the activity (Ryan & Con-
nell, 1989).  Although internal drive is ideal, an 
individual may not fully realize the internal 
meaningfulness of an event or activity unless 
they were first drawn to it through external 
means.  An example would be someone who 
began an activity for only financial gain, but 
later found a high level of internal satisfaction 
from the experience.  The individual may con-
tinue participation in similar future activities 
because of high internal meaningfulness and not 

for financial gain (Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 
2008).  

Self-Determination Theory proposes that 
human beings are more effectively motivated 
when allowed to be self-directed as opposed to 
being externally-directed during a given activity 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985a).  In other words, human 
behaviors are more effectively initiated and sus-
tained when an individual has an element of de-
cision-making before and during an event or 
activity.  An individual’s behaviors can be moti-
vated by a variety of regulatory styles and per-
ceived locus of causality combinations (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000).  For instance, an individual can 
potentially begin an activity with an internal di-
rectedness, but later develop a more external or 
impersonal locus of causality towards the activi-
ty due to high levels of external directedness.  
Similarly, an individual could potentially be 
forced to begin an activity but later develop in-
ternal meaningfulness from a level of self-
directedness.  Figure 1 provides an overview of 
the taxonomy of human motivation proposed by 
Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 
2000). 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

Figure 1. Taxonomy of human motivation in self-determination theory.  Adapted and reprinted with per-
mission from Ryan and Deci (2000), Academic Press. 

  

Less Effective Locus of Causality

Amotivational Regulatory Style 

Impersonal Locus of Causality External Locus of Causality Internal Locus of Causality

Extrinsic Regulatory Style Intrinsic Regulatory Style

Less Effective Motivational Regulatory Styles

More Effective Motivational Regulatory Styles 

Decision to Continue Participa-

Decision to Begin Participation

More Effective Locus of Causality 



Bird, Martin, & Simonsen  Student Motivation for Involvement… 

 
Journal of Agricultural Education  35 Volume 54, Number 1, 2013 
 

Methods 

We used historical and qualitative interpre-
tative research methods to develop an interpreta-
tion of  student motivation for SAEs.  We were 
interested in understanding the context and the 
evolution of SAE motivation through time.  The 
variation of cases and time frames ensured a 
more detailed depiction of the historical devel-
opment of SAEs (Rampolla, 2007; Spalding & 
Parker, 2007).  We understood the contextual 
changes that occurred in agriculture, which af-
fected school-based agricultural education and 
SAEs: including the changing nature of produc-
tion agriculture, communities where agricultural 
education occurred, and the development of the 
SAE awards system (Boone, Doerfert, & Elliot, 
1987; Moore & Borne, 1986; Retallick, 2010; 
Wilson & Moore, 2007).  Thus, We identified 
primary and secondary sources covering a range 
of SAE practices and eras in agricultural educa-
tion.  Primary sources included interviews with 
former agriculture students (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 
2007).  The interviews were either found in the 
literature or conducted by us.  There were two 
types of secondary sources utilized in this study.   

One type of secondary source was written 
by agriculture teachers about their students’ 
SAEs.   The student’s motivations were inter-
preted from how the teacher described the for-
mation and continuance of student’s SAEs; the 
teachers were assumed to provide credible and 
accurate depictions of how students became in-
volved and continued their SAE projects.  The 
biases of the teachers were reduced by interpret-
ing the requirements that the teachers set for 
students while they engaged in SAEs and the 
student responses that the teacher witnessed.  
The teacher’s personal opinions were not inter-
preted.   

The second type of secondary sources was 
written by agricultural education professionals 
about the SAE practices of agriculture teachers 
and students.  The student’s motivations were 
interpreted from how the agricultural education 
professionals described the formation and con-
tinuance of student’s SAEs; the agricultural edu-
cation professionals were assumed to provide 
credible and accurate depictions of how students 
became involved and continued their SAE pro-
jects.   

We examined historical magazines, docu-
ments, and books covering school-based agricul-
ture for detailed cases of SAE participa-
tion.  Three time periods were chosen based on 
the number of available sources of SAEs infor-
mation and manuscript space restrictions.  Ex-
amining cases from three different time periods 
allowed for historical trends to emerge.  We did 
not interview current students because a con-
temporary time period analysis would have 
shifted the focus away from historical methods.  
We analyzed The Agricultural Education Maga-
zine and 12 texts from 1928-1934; the time 
frame of 1947-1953 included the The Agricul-
tural Education Magazine, Better Farming 
Magazine, and 21 texts; and We analyzed the 
The Agricultural Education Magazine and 9 
texts from 1966-1973.  While numerous cases 
emerged from the different time periods, espe-
cially during the time periods of 1928-1934 and 
1947-1953, the page limitations of this manu-
script limited the number of cases that could be 
described from each time period.  Cases were 
chosen to highlight the variety of different types 
of SAEs within each time period.  We also in-
terviewed former FFA members that had in 
SAEs during the time frame of 1966-1973.  The 
decision to include interviews was based on the 
number of cases that emerged from the literature 
during the time frame of 1966-1973.  The third 
time period had fewer detailed cases of SAEs to 
analyze compared to the other two time periods.  
The pool of possible interviewees was collected 
from a list of six people generated by a state de-
partment of education staff.  The interviewees 
were selected based on their level of engagement 
in FFA and their SAE.  We utilized two of the 
three interviews conducted based on the limited 
space of the manuscript.  First, a female was 
chosen to represent the unique, but growing 
population of agriculture students during the 
early 1970s.  Second, a male was chosen who 
lived on a family farm, worked on the farm for 
his SAE, but then left the farm after graduating 
high school.  We felt that these students were 
not recognized in the sources and were part of a 
growing number of agriculture students during 
the 1970s.  

The data analysis occurred in a collaborative 
setting and the cases were analyzed for their de-
fining characteristic, regulatory style, and locus 
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of control.  We categorized the cases by a defin-
ing characteristic that best represented the stu-
dent’s motivation for conducting the SAE.  We 
identified the characteristics to ensure a variety 
of cases were represented.  The defining charac-
teristics were not grounded in agricultural edu-
cation literature.  The characteristics were sub-
jectively chosen by us and peer-reviewed with 
other agricultural education faculty for accuracy.  
The characteristics included (class) mandate, 
student interest/owned, collaboration, experien-
tial learning opportunity, and awards.  We then 
analyzed the cases for their regulatory style and 
locus of control.  The interpretations were 
grounded in peer-reviewed researched defini-
tions (Ryan & Deci, 2000) and examples pro-
vided by a campus professor with expertise in 
student motivation.  Each case was analyzed and 
compared to the established definitions of regu-
latory style and locus of causality; cases were 
labeled with the regulatory style and locus of 
causality that most accurately represented the 
characteristics provided in the case.  Although 
the available cases may have had missing infor-
mation related to the regulatory style and locus 
of causality, We assumed the available case in-
formation to be holistically supportive of mak-
ing regulatory style and locus of causality char-
acterization interpretation.  Each time period had 
a synopsis of the analysis of cases from that time 
period.  

Trustworthiness and rigor of the research 
was maintained through research techniques that 
emphasized creditability, confirmability, and 
dependability.  First, credibility was developed 
by utilizing consensus and peer-review tech-
niques during the data analysis.  An expert in 
motivational theory was consulted during the 
consensus process.  Primary and secondary his-
torical sources were exposed to external criti-
cism to ensure credibility of the research.  Bias 
was controlled by framing the interpretations in 
the cases to the case itself and through collabo-

rative debriefing to ensure confirmability.  De-
pendability was built through the inclusion of 
varying SAE examples and keeping an audit 
trail.  Finally, We developed creditability by 
finding a variety of SAE cases to ensure a multi-
tude of interpretations (Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, & 
Sorensen, 2006; Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007). 
 

Findings 
 
The findings were divided into three differ-

ent subsections representing the three time peri-
ods included in the analysis.  SAE projects were 
first individually described with a synopsis.  
Next, each time period case analysis was put 
into a table format to organize the findings.  
Then, we developed a description of each indi-
vidual case. 

 
SAEs from 1928 to 1934 

 
We examined four SAE cases representing 

the time period from 1928 to 1934.  The four 
defining characteristics of the SAE projects were 
found to be mandated production project, stu-
dent interest/student owned project, collabora-
tive project, and awards driven project.  Two 
projects were found to have extrinsic regulatory 
styles; one project had an amotivational regula-
tory style, and one project had an intrinsic regu-
latory style.  Three projects were found to have 
an internal locus of causality while one project 
had an impersonal locus of causality.  The inter-
nal locus of causality to continue participation 
developed through either student-to-student 
competition or the desire to achieve high levels 
of accomplishment via FFA awards.  The man-
dated SAE projects were interpreted to have an 
impersonal effect of student’s locus of causality 
because students viewed them as a negative 
component of vocational agriculture.  The case 
descriptions for the time period of 1928-1934 
are displayed in Table 1.  
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Table 1 
Interpretive Analysis of SAE Motivators from 1928 to 1934 

SAE Data and Cases Defining Characteristic Categories of Motivation 
  Regulatory Style Locus of Causality 

Mandated SAEs 
 

Mandated 
Production Project 

Amotivational Impersonal 

Martin’s poultry SAE Student Interest/ Student 
Owned Project 

Intrinsic Internal 

Lebanon’s class SAE Collaborative Projects Extrinsic Internal 
SAE Awards Award Driven Project Extrinsic Internal 

  
The SAE mandate.  The requirement of the 

Smith-Hughes Act of 1917 for all students to 
have a SAE was quickly adopted.  In 1921-22, 
79% of all agriculture students across the nation 
had a SAE (True, 1929) and this rose to about 
90% by 1930 (Maltby, 1931).  But, just because 
most students had a SAE did not mean that all 
students valued their SAE.  Schmidt (1928) il-
lustrated this situation quite well: 

In too many instances the project 
has been regarded as something that 
must be done because it has been made 
a requirement.  In a school where such 
an attitude prevails, many of the boys 
who are studying vocational agriculture 
regard the projects as a six-month sen-
tence at hard work to be served as a re-
sult of selecting the training course in 
vocational agriculture (p. 260). 

 
Martin’s poultry SAE.  As the special edi-

tor of the supervised practice section of The Ag-
ricultural Education Magazine, G. A. Schmidt 
reported about SAEs.  One such report was a 
short article about the poultry flock of Martin 
Rand (1930).  As a sophomore Martin wanted to 
raise a poultry flock of 500 hens on his farm, 
despite his father’s reluctance.  His father initial-
ly suggested 50-100 hens, but Martin persisted 
and eventually his father gave in.  Martin built 
the brooder houses, started a flock, and by the 
first year made almost $1,000.   Martin’s father 
was so impressed that he encouraged his to son 
increase the poultry business, invited his other 
son into a family partnership, and together raised 
2,400 baby chicks by year three (Schmidt, 
1930). 

Lebanon’s class SAE.  F. A. Blauer (1930), 
agriculture teacher of Lebanon, Kansas, con-
ducted a class poultry operation for seventeen 

students who did not live on a farm.  He shared 
the results of this class SAE in an Agricultural 
Education Magazine article.  The students built 
the poultry house, cared for the laying hens, and 
conducted experiments.  The results of the pro-
duction experiments were shared with the com-
munity, as well as the products the students’ 
produced.  Blauer reported that students were 
highly interested in the collaborative project.  “A 
contest spirit prevails among the boys.  Such 
questions as ‘Whose pullets laid the most eggs 
this week?’, ‘How many eggs today?’, and ‘How 
are the birds doing?’ are often heard” (p. 54). 

 
SAE awards.  The first student awards es-

tablished for the National Organization FFA 
were the FFA degrees.  The varying levels of 
degrees were awarded partially based on the stu-
dents’ SAE.  The degree system was designed to 
recognize students at the local chapter, state as-
sociation, and national organization level.  Nom-
inations for an American farmer degree were 
privileges that went to the top students in each 
state (Groseclose, 1929).  For instance, James 
Neal was nominated for the America farmer de-
gree from Oregon in 1931.  His biography in-
cluded: 

Neal has been actively identified with 
the Oregon association and served the 
organization as its first president.  He is 
a leading character in the Oregon Future 
Farmer motion picture film made by 
Southern Pacific Railway during the an-
nual Smith-Hughes Week-end at Oregon 
Agricultural College, to explain the 
work of vocational agriculture as carried 
on in Oregon.  James was also the presi-
dent of his local chapter  (Crabtree, 
1931, p. 192). 
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Soon after the establishment of the FFA de-
gree award system, practitioners realized the 
power of SAE awards to motivate students (Bi-
ble, 1941).  

  
SAEs from 1947 to 1953 

 
We examined four SAE cases representing 

the time period from 1947 to 1953.  The four 
defining characteristics of the SAE projects were 
found to be two required collaborative projects, 
one mandated placement project, and one stu-
dent interest/student owned project.  The re-
quired collaborative projects and mandated 
placement project were found to have extrinsic 
regulatory styles while the student inter-

est/student owned project had an intrinsic regu-
latory style.  The two required collaborative pro-
jects both had an external locus of causality, but 
for different reasons; one external locus of cau-
sality was derived from money while the other 
was viewed as a “burden” that must be contin-
ued due to its requirement.  However, the man-
dated placement project had an internal locus of 
causality due to stimulation of the student’s in-
terest.  The student interest/student owned case 
was initially started based on the student’s in-
trinsic motivation and continued to be derived 
from an internal locus of causality.  The data and 
case descriptions from 1947-1953 are displayed 
in Table 2. 

 
Table 2 
Interpretive Analysis of SAE Motivators from 1947 to 1953 
SAE Data and Cases Defining Characteristic Categories of Motivation 

  Regulatory Style Locus of Causal-
ity 

 
Kalispell FFA Chapter’s 
SAEs 
 

Collaborative Projects Extrinsic  External 

Joe Harris’s Family Ranch Student Interest/ 
Student Owned Intrinsic  Internal 

Battle Ground School Farm 
 
 
Urban Placement SAEs 

 
Collaborative Projects 
 
Mandated Placement 
Project 

 
Extrinsic  

 
 

Extrinsic  
 

External 
 
 

Internal 

 
Kalispell FFA chapter’s SAEs.  The fol-

lowing excerpt comes from G. P. Deyoe’s book, 
Farming Programs in Vocational Agriculture 
(1953).  Deyoe’s research and writings on SAEs 
were the most extensive in the history of agricul-
tural education.  Deyoe included the Kalispell 
FFA chapter in his section about chapter-wide 
SAEs: 

The supervised farming programs of 112 
individual boys in a recent year included 
an average of three improvement pro-
jects as well as the ownership projects.  
The chapter operates a farm of 100 acres 
on which is demonstrated the restoration 
of fertility, the reduction of alkalinity, 
and the control of weeds….  The mem-

bers are paid dividends on shares which 
they own in the chapter farm (Deyoe, 
1953, p. 218). 

 
Joe Harris’s family ranch.  The following 

excerpt also comes from Deyoe’s Farming Pro-
grams in Vocational Agriculture (1953) text.  
This text, along with the early edition of the 
same text (Deyoe, 1947), contained a multitude 
of detailed examples of SAEs.  Deyoe’s present-
ed this example within his section entitled ac-
complishments of individuals in their farming 
programs: 

When Joe [Harris] was in the fourth 
grade, his father died.  Joe, and older 
brother Sam, and his mother agreed to 
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keep the 3,800 acre ranch going, and 
each brother was promised a one-third 
partnership upon graduation from high 
school.  They developed an extensive 
cattle enterprise.  To aid in hay-making 
on a large scale, they constructed buck 
rakes and hay stackers.  When Sam was 
called into the armed forces, Joe became 
manager of the ranch and the herd of 
700 cattle.  A major development was 
the construction of a reservoir for im-
pounding water from a spring; this in-
creased the irrigation potential from 20 
acres to 300 acres (Deyoe, 1953, p. 
221). 

 
Battle Ground’s school farm.  B. Brown 

(1949), the agricultural supervisor from Olym-
pia, Washington, reported on his program’s 
school farm in The Agricultural Education 
Magazine.  Brown described how he managed 
labor and instruction of the 51 acre school farm:  

The class program is kept flexible so 
that, if weather permits, a class can go to 
the farm on short notice.  Lockers are 
provided in which each boy keeps farm 
work clothes and shoes.  Acreage of 
each crop is rather small so that the la-
bor does not become monotonous.  A 
boy learns to prune raspberries in one or 
two hours.  A week of it would have lit-
tle or no educational value.  Experience 
driving tractors, plowing, and disking, is 
possible for all boys in the department 
(p. 62). 

The profits were used to finance the program 
and students were paid a wage for their work. 

 
Urban placement SAEs.   
 

Jamaica Plains and East Weymouth High 
Schools of Massachusetts, both near Boston, had 
to adapt to the SAE requirements to fit the 
placement experiences available to their stu-
dents.  Most of the students did not live on farms 
(Deyoe, 1947; Nelson, 1950).  Over a four year 
program, students of Jamaica Plains and East 
Weymouth agricultural programs were expected 
to spend their summers working with a variety 
of different local agricultural businesses.  Stu-
dents gained experience in the fields of market-
ing garden produce, poultry farming, dairy pro-
duction, and greenhouse operations.  This varie-
ty of experiences would be hard to duplicate in 
an individual student’s entrepreneurial produc-
tion experience, especially in an area near Bos-
ton.  These types of placement experience ar-
rangements were popular in ever increasingly 
metropolitan states, such as Massachusetts, be-
cause up to 90% of the students did not have the 
home facilities for an individual production or 
non-production agricultural experience (Taft, 
1960).   
 
SAEs from 1966 to 1973 

 
We examined five SAE cases representing 

the time period from 1966 to 1973.  The five 
defining characteristics of the SAE projects were 
found to be two mandated projects, one award 
driven project, one student interest/awards pro-
ject, and one student interest project.  All five 
projects were found to have extrinsic regulatory 
styles.  Two of the five cases were interpreted to 
have developed an internal locus of causality 
originating from personal preference of the pro-
ject.  Three of the five cases were interpreted to 
have an external locus of causality derived from 
money, power, requirements, or seeking approv-
al from others.  The data and case descriptions 
from 1966-1973 are displayed in Table 3. 
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Table 3 
Interpretive Analysis of SAE Motivators from 1966 to 1973 
SAE Data and Cases Defining Characteristic Categories of Motivation 

  Regulatory Style Locus of Cau-
sality 

 
New SAE Awards 
 

Award Driven Projects Extrinsic  Internal 

Outdoor Recreation SAE Student Interest & Award 
Driven Project Extrinsic  Internal 

   
South Rowan High 
School’s Placement SAEs 

Mandated Placement Pro-
ject Extrinsic  External 

 
Loudonville’s Production 
SAEs 
 
A Dairy Operation 

 
Mandated Production 
Project 
 
Student Owned Project 

 
Extrinsic  

 
 

Extrinsic  

 
External 

 
 

External 
  
New SAE awards.  School-based agricul-

tural education, especially SAEs, changed after 
the passage of the Vocational Education Act of 
1963.  Agriculture curriculum had a broader 
perception of agricultural careers.  Students be-
gan to have SAEs in broader agricultural careers 
as well.  SAEs were no longer mandated for 
each student, though individual agriculture pro-
grams could still require students to have SAEs.  
Professionals argued for an update to the SAE 
award system of the FFA, including proficiency 
awards, to include more off-farm activities 
(Kantner & Bender, 1967; Selland & Vog, 1969; 
Sheppard, 1968).  In response to the external 
pressures the National FFA Organization began 
to adapt proficiency awards starting in 1970.  
The changes included the addition of proficiency 
awards, such as outdoor recreation and forest 
management, and the inclusion of a placement 
category to many of the pre-existing proficiency 
areas (Seefeldt, 1970).  These awards would mo-
tivate those students in these newer areas by 
providing them the same level of recognition as 
students with traditional projects.   

 
Outdoor recreation SAE. The following 

excerpt was from an interview with a former 
female FFA member.  She was part of a growing 
minority in agricultural education during that 
time period.  The decision to start the SAE was 
partially grounded in the likelihood that she 
could win a proficiency award:   

He [the FFA advisor] would do home 
visits to each student home and inter-
view the family and student to deter-
mine the student interest and capability 
to complete the SAE.  We were raising 
beef cattle and raised tobacco and toma-
toes, yet my Advisor knew that I would 
not be competitive in those areas so we 
went with the area I was the strongest.  
My family had sold the dairy farm when 
I entered high school and bought 70 
acres on which we developed a 
campground.  I was able to compete in 
the outdoor recreation proficiency and 
won the Southern Region (personal 
communication, April 11, 2011). 

 
South Rowan High School’s placement 

SAEs.  John W. Allison (1966) was an agricul-
ture teacher that believed in the value of every 
student having a SAE.  He was the agriculture 
teacher from South Rowan High School in Chi-
na Grove, NC.  The excerpt from The Agricul-
tural Education Magazine was brief, but Allison 
provided many details about how he managed 
his students’ SAEs, including facilitating stu-
dents’ placement experiences: 

Out of 113 students enrolled in vo-ag we 
have 55 engaged in work experiences 
away from their homes.  These work 
experiences include work on highly spe-
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cialized horticulture farms, dairy farms, 
general farms and produce farms….  
Our boys realize they are being graded 
by the farm manager as well as the 
teacher of agriculture.  Systematic raises 
in pay when earned get a good effort 
from all students.  As students get more 
experience and exhibit leadership, they 
are used as field supervisors to direct 
fellow workers (Allison, 1966, p. 53). 

 
 Loudonville’s production SAEs. J. 

Nowels, of Loudonville, Ohio, was another agri-
culture teacher that required students to have a 
SAE, but in this case students had to have entre-
preneurial, production projects.  Nowels’ (1973) 
Agricultural Education Magazine article also 
included his philosophy of a complete program 
of school-based agriculture:  

Students in our vocational agriculture 
department must carry a minimum of 
two production projects and three im-
provement projects per student….  In 
my 25 years of teaching vocational agri-
culture (21 years here at Loudonville) 
their requirement has always been met 
readily by interested students regardless 
of whether they live on a farm or in 
town.  One hundred per cent of our 
membership has always exhibited pro-
jects at our Ashland County Fair and our 
local Loudonville Fair… Nearly all of 
our students have 100 per cent owner-
ship of their production projects (Now-
els, 1973,p. 248). 

 
A dairy operation SAE.  The following 

quote is from a former FFA member in the 
later 1960s.  His father was his FFA advisor 
and he eventually became an agriculture 
teacher himself.  Interestingly, the man talked 
about his past experience in both the awards 
he won and life lessons he learned:  

I was born into a dairy operation and 
that was the basis for my SAE.  Dad 
gave me ownership in 2 cows as a 
freshman in return for milking every 
morning and afternoons when school or 
sport activities didn’t interfere.  I was 
also responsible for working the fields 

raising corn and hay for feed….  My 
dairy operation expanded to 20 cows 
and replacement heifers through high 
school and first year of college.  I placed 
1st in dairy proficiency at the Middle TN 
regional level.  I learned a lot of valua-
ble skills related directly to dairy and 
crop production.  Most importantly, I 
learned self-discipline and the im-
portance of hard work which helped me 
get through college and eventually a 
successful teaching career (personal 
communication, April 11, 2011). 

 
Conclusions, Implications, and  

Recommendations 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine 
student motivation for supervised agricultural 
experiences (SAEs) through the lens of Self-
Determination Theory.  From the cases occur-
ring during the 1928-34 era, three of the four 
cases initiated participation in SAEs by means of 
externally motivating factors.  Three of the four 
cases in this time period were also sustained by 
an internal locus of causality.  Three of the four 
cases from 1947-1953 began based on extrinsic 
motivation of the student.  Two of the cases had 
an external locus of causality while two had an 
internal locus of causality.  All five from 1966-
73 began with extrinsic motivation and three of 
the five cases in this time period being sustained 
by an external locus of causality. 

A conclusion from these findings was that 
initiating student participation in SAE projects 
during the selected time periods has been driven 
by external motivating factors more than internal 
motivating factors.  External motivators ap-
peared in the form of mandating SAE participa-
tion, awards, or collaborative SAEs required at 
school.  Internal motivators appeared in the form 
of student interests and/or student owned pro-
jects.  These conclusions support the findings of 
contemporary research on teachers’ facilitation 
of SAEs.  Specifically, Wilson and Moore 
(2007) found that student participation in SAEs 
was driven by the teachers’ desire for FFA 
awards.  The FFA award system was also listed 
as a motivator to implement SAEs by the teach-
ers interviewed in Retallick’s (2010) study.  
These three conclusions are supported by exist-
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ing literature stating external motivators are 
sometimes necessary to begin an action (Deci, 
Eghart, Patrick, Leone, 1994; Deci & Ryan, 
1985a).  Four cases in this study demonstrated 
SAEs could be started using external motiva-
tional strategies, but this motivation can be tran-
sitioned into students having an internal drive to 
continue their SAE.  The findings from this 
study imply that the use of external motivators, 
though not ideal according to motivational theo-
ries, can be a means to initiate student SAE par-
ticipation (Ryan & Deci, 2000).   

We recommend agricultural education prac-
titioners continue to utilize external motivators 
with caution to introduce students to SAEs.  
Practitioners should strive to find ways to inter-
nally motivate students to participate in SAEs.  
Reeve (2009) proposed a list of strategies teach-
ers can utilize to enhance students’ intrinsic mo-
tivation in learning environments.  Educators 
could better initiate students’ intrinsic motiva-
tion for SAEs by applying strategies such as fo-
cusing on students’ personal interests related to 
SAE areas, designing SAEs that would be per-
sonally meaningful to the student, or providing 
rationale to students as to how and why SAEs 
are important to their educational and/or person-
al development. 

Another conclusion was five SAE cases 
were started with external motivational ap-
proaches and the locus of causality remained 
external.  An internal locus of causality was not 
evident when SAEs were deemed as only a re-
quirement for the course or continued for mon-
ey.  According to motivational research (Deci & 
Ryan, 1985a; Ryan & Deci, 2000), the use of 
external motivating approaches can lead to a 
lowered chance of gaining an internal locus of 
causality for the SAE project.  Reaching a point 
of internal locus of causality is ideal according 
to Self-Determination Theory.  The implication 
from this finding is that externally rewarding 
students’ continued participation in SAEs, either 
through program requirements, money, or 

awards, can condition students for the award 
more so than the experience.  This could subse-
quently diminish the students’ internal drive for 
the experience.  

It is recommended that agricultural educa-
tion practitioners use caution when assigning 
external rewards for student’s participation in 
learning activities such as SAEs.  Overuse of 
external rewards such as money, trophies, or 
recognition can potentially reduce a student’s 
acquisition of the “true” SAE values of en-
hanced learning and career exploration.  Practi-
tioners should strive to help students realize the 
value of SAEs as a means to learning knowledge 
and career skills within an agriculture context 
that can be later transferred to contexts beyond 
agriculture.  Simply put, educators should help 
students find value in SAEs beyond a plaque and 
a paycheck.    

We acknowledge the limitations of transfer-
ability of the findings.  The cases included in 
this study were only interpreted based on what 
information was provided by the sources.  His-
torical researchers need to continue identifying 
detailed historical SAE sources to better under-
stand the evolution of SAEs.  Future historical 
research should investigate the motivation of 
students through historical narrative methods.  
Historical narrative methods would focus on a 
couple of students and develop a more detailed 
historical description of SAEs.  This historical 
analysis found that motivating students to partic-
ipate in SAEs has been a concern since the 
1930s, which echoes the findings of present day 
SAE research.  Navigating the boundaries be-
tween using extrinsic rewards and developing an 
intrinsic drive has been a continual challenge.  
Considering the decreasing number of agricul-
ture students with a SAE, further research and 
subsequent instructional approaches are needed 
to strike a balance between intrinsic and extrin-
sic motivating strategies to improve the imple-
mentation and continuation of valuable SAEs.    
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