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Abstract

This theoretical manuscript acknowledges the three-circle model for agricultural education as an
enduring guide for student success. To complement the three-circle model, authors adapted
“donut economics” to craft the donut model for agriculture teacher success. Within the proposed
model, teacher success is defined as a level of productivity which exists between teacher-
identified lower bounds (i.e., levels of productivity which minimally meet their definition of
“success”) and upper bounds (i.e., levels of productivity exceeding limits created by other work
and life responsibilities). Furthermore, teacher success includes having ample margin between
lower and upper bounds, affording flexible and intentional allocation of time, energy, and
emotion across work and life dimensions for the betterment of self, students, and society. Linkages
between the proposed model, teacher satisfaction, teacher retention, and teacher attrition are
also explored, suggesting the model may inform ongoing efforts to address the sustained
agriculture teacher shortage. The manuscript concludes by exploring the practical utility of the
donut model for agriculture teacher success, foregrounding how agriculture teachers can
develop, evaluate, and communicate their own donut model.
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Introduction

Agricultural education is commonly represented as a Venn diagram of three overlapping
circles: (a) classroom and laboratory instruction, (b) supervised agricultural experience (SAE), and
(c) leadership development through participation in the National FFA Organization (Talbert et al.,
2022). This diagram has been dubbed the “three-circle model.” Scholars have described the role of
the three-circle model as the “conceptual underpinning,” (Jenkins I1I, 2008, p. 4), “guide” (Croom,
2008, p. 117), and “one of the universally recognized foundations” (Shoulders & Toland, 2017, p.
85) of agricultural education. Regardless of word choice, consensus suggests the past, present, and
future of agricultural education has, is, and will be shaped by the three-circle model. Given the
centrality of the three-circle model to the discipline, frequent analyses of the model itself alongside
the implications of its interpretation are warranted (Croom, 2008; Hughes & Barrick, 1993;
Rayfield et al., 2012; Shoulders & Toland, 2017; Swafford, 2018). In this philosophical manuscript,
we introduce a complementary model to the three-circle model which addresses teacher success,
an element outside the focus of the three-circle model.

This analysis is informed by the historical emergence and current utilization of the three-
circle model. The conceptual origins of the three-circle model predate its first visual representation.
Acknowledging the educational utility of the home-project method, federal legislation as early as
the 1917 Smith-Hughes Act supported the overlap between classroom instruction and supervised
agricultural experiences (Croom, 2008). The inclusion of student participation in the FFA as a
central tenet of an agricultural education program, however, was not introduced until 1947. The
George-Barden Act of 1947 provided funding for educators to attend student organization meetings,
like the FFA (Croom, 2008). Also in 1947, the Cook’s Handbook on Teaching Vocational
Agriculture included FFA activities as one of the major phases of agricultural education (Croom,
2008). Reinforcing the salience of FFA within an agricultural education program, the 1975 FFA
Advisors Handbook provided the first visual representation of the three-circle model now
ubiquitous within the discipline (Croom, 2008).

The three-circle model includes equally sized circles, suggesting resources and experiences
should be uniformly distributed across each component of an agricultural education program
(Croom, 2008; Hughes & Barrick, 1993; Moore, 2006; Shoulders & Toland, 2017; Talbert et al.,
2022). This “balanced” approach is reinforced through teacher education, legislation, and tradition,
with many teachers identifying the equal-circle model as the ideal execution of an agricultural
education program (Shoulders & Toland, 2017). Consistently, however, research conducted in
agricultural education has identified an unequal emphasis on instruction with FFA and SAE
receiving less attention (Croom, 2008; Shoulders & Toland, 2017; Torres et al., 2008). The
discrepancy between the perceived “ideal model” and its operationalization is a source of potential
concern; in response, scholars have reinforced the appropriateness of model adaptation to fit local
contexts (Rayfield et al., 2012; Yopp et al., 2018).

As we considered the historical emergence of the three-circle model alongside its current
operationalization, we uncovered an opportunity to create a complementary model. Namely, a
model which provides a representation of teacher success. A hallmark of the three-circle model is
the student-centered approach (Baker et al., 2012; Talbert et al., 2022). In fact, many representations
of the three-circle model place the student at the center of the Venn diagram, illustrating their
engagement exists at the nexus of instruction, FFA, and SAE. Teachers certainly play a pivotal role
in facilitating the three-circle model within programs (Talbert et al, 2022); however, we contend
teacher success extends beyond facilitating the three-circle model. Thus, we introduce a model
detailing agriculture teacher success to complement the three-circle model.
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The need for a model foregrounding agriculture teacher success is further compelled by
two factors, (a) the teacher shortage and (b) teacher workload concerns. Throughout the education
system, a continual shortage of teachers exists (Nguyen et al., 2022; Ingersoll et al., 2014; Ingersoll
& Tran, 2023; Sutcher et al., 2019). Within the agricultural education discipline, this phenomenon
is evaluated annually via the National Agricultural Education Supply and Demand Study.
Consistently, the supply and demand study has identified a nationwide shortage of agricultural
educators (Eck & Edwards, 2019; Smith et al., 2022). The ramifications of the continued shortage
are expansive, including programs closing, teacher turnover, and increased reliance on alternatively
certified teachers (Offerman et al., 2024). Given the salience of agriculture teacher attrition,
scholarship within the discipline has sought answers to why teachers leave the profession. Scholars
have identified the workload demands of the job, which create personal (e.g., boundaries, burnout,
unmet expectations) and social (e.g., work-life balance) strains, as a contributing factor to teacher
attrition and the teacher shortage (Haddad et al., 2023; Murray et al., 2011; Smith & Smalley, 2018;
Solomonson et al., 2018; Solomonson et al., 2019; Sorensen et al., 2016; Sorensen & McKim,
2014; Traini et al., 2019; Traini et al., 2021). Therefore, the proposed model affords a new way to
conceptualize workload demands and teacher success.

Conceptual Foundation

The proposed model emerged, in part, from scholarship outside agricultural education. The
emergence of “doughnut economics” (i.e., spelled donut economics hereafter) was in direct
response to an outdated economic philosophy suggesting continually increasing Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) should be the only policy goal (Raworth, 2017; Wahlund & Hansen, 2022). Without
boundaries, this approach led to “economies that are degenerative, running down the living world
on which human wellbeing fundamentally depends” (Raworth, 2017, p. 217). As an alternative
approach, donut economics introduced a lower bound of economic activity wherein a society
provides basic human needs (e.g., water, food, social equity) and an upper bound (i.e., an
environmental ceiling) of economic production within a society which leads to climate change,
biodiversity loss, ocean acidification, and other wicked socio-ecological problems (Raworth, 2017;
Waddock, 2020; Wahlund & Hansen, 2022). Graphically, this makes a donut representing the range
of economic production a society should operate within (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1

Visual Representation of a Donut Model
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Within donut economics, the goal of economic policy is to develop communities that exist
between the lower and upper bounds. Donut economics was an innovative approach to address a
failure to establish boundaries by a fundamental economic philosophy (Wahlund & Hansen, 2022).
We contend traditional thinking within educational systems operates like traditional thinking within
economics. The things agricultural educators can do are all, typically, regarded as good for students
and communities; therefore, an unbounded expansion of tasks for agricultural educators can occur.
This ever-growing task list, and the associated strain, is untenable for teachers (Haddad et al., 2023;
Thieman et al., 2012; Traini et al., 2022). To combat this, we developed the donut model for
agriculture teacher success.

Assumptions

Before sharing the model, we introduce four assumptions influencing its development.
First, we assume the agricultural education system (i.e., broad collection of individuals,
organizations, and processes which influence agricultural education at local, state, and national
levels) explicitly and implicitly exerts pressure on teachers to continually do more within their work
role. Second, we assume teachers internalize that pressure throughout their engagement with the
agricultural education system. Third, we assume a tool to help teachers identify and communicate
their bounds will aid them in strategically responding to internal and external pressures to
continually do more. Fourth, we assume the tool is unlikely to cause significant reductions to the
external pressures exerted upon agriculture teachers to do more.

Findings and Discussion: The Donut Model for Agriculture Teacher Success
Adapting donut economics, we propose the donut model for agriculture teacher success as
a complement to the three-circle model of agricultural education. To explore the proposed model,

we introduce four components: (a) lower bound, (b) upper bound, (c) boundary shifts, and (d)
boundary margin.
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Lower Bound

As represented in Figure 1, the lower bound is the interior circle of a donut model. Within
donut economics, the lower bound details levels of production within a multitude of social sectors
(e.g., water purification, manufacturing, food production) which sustain the basic needs of all
people within a society (Raworth, 2017; Wahlund & Hansen, 2022). In this way, the lower bound
details a baseline for sustaining society.

Within the donut model for agriculture teacher success, we define the lower bound as the
levels of productivity within work and life dimensions required to satisfy an agriculture teacher s
self-definition of success. As an example, an agricultural educator may identify they need to spend
a minimum of three hours developing new and creative lesson plans each week to achieve their
definition of success. Therefore, within the dimension of lesson planning, this teacher’s lower
bound would be “three hours a week developing new and creative lesson plans.” Additionally, the
teacher’s lower bound would include a unique level of productivity across the multitude of relevant

dimensions within the profession and other life roles (see Figure 2 for example dimensions).

Figure 2
Example Work and Life Dimensions within the Donut Model of Agriculture Teacher Success
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Upper Bound

The upper bound comprises the exterior circle within a donut model. In donut economics,
the upper bound details the level of production within a multitude of sectors which results in
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ecological degradation (Raworth, 2017; Wahlund & Hansen, 2022). In this way, the upper bound
serves as a ceiling for production given the constraints of the environment.

Within the donut model for agriculture teacher success, we define the upper bound as the
levels of productivity identified by an agriculture teacher within work and life dimensions exceeding
limits created by other work and life responsibilities. For example, an agricultural educator may
evaluate their cumulative responsibilities and determine their maximum capacity is seven FFA
contest teams during a year. Therefore, within the contest participation dimension of their donut
model, the upper bound would be “seven FFA contest teams.” Similarly, the teacher’s upper bound
would include a unique level of maximum productivity across the multitude of relevant work and
life dimensions (reference Figure 2) which comprise their individualized donut.

The objective of donut economics is to redefine the goal of economic productivity from
ever-increasing GDP to existence between the lower and upper bounds of the model (Raworth,
2017; Wahlund & Hansen, 2022). Within the donut model for agriculture teacher success, the goal
for an educator within each dimension of work and life roles is to exist between their individualized
lower and upper bounds. By existing between these bounds, the teacher’s productivity meets their
minimum standard for success without exceeding their capacity given other work and life
responsibilities. In this way, the donut model redefines teacher success from ever-increasing
productivity to a level of productivity existing between their lower and upper bounds.

Boundary Shifts

Within the donut model for agriculture teacher success, the lower and upper bounds are not
static. In fact, the lower and upper bounds differ between teachers and likely change for individual
teachers throughout their careers. In this section, we explore these differences.

First, we explore differences from one teacher to the next regarding their lower and upper
bounds. Because the lower bound is comprised of a teacher’s self-definition of success, one must
acknowledge their definition is both individually and socially constructed (Haddad et al., 2023;
Traini et al., 2021). Research suggests one of the most influential factors for agriculture teacher’s
definition of success is the system of agricultural education itself, which exerts pressure on teachers
to define success as program productivity and external recognition (Haddad et al., 2023; Traini et
al., 2019; Traini et al., 2020; Traini et al., 2021). Thus, an agriculture teacher’s exposure to the
system (e.g., as a high school student, during a teacher education program, while student teaching,
during a teacher mentorship program, through industry involvement) will likely influence the lower
bound within their individualized model. In addition to variability within lower bounds, there is
also upper bound variability between teachers. A variety of demographic factors (e.g., gender
identity, marital status, parental status, socioeconomics, age, ability level) influence work and life
responsibilities and, thus, capacity for productivity within work and life dimensions (McKim &
McKim, 2023; Murray et al., 2011; Sorensen et al., 2017).

There are also probable shifts to lower and upper bounds throughout an individual’s career
in agricultural education. The first potential shift explored in this theoretical manuscript occurs
within the upper bound. The pressure to balance shift suggests as teachers continue their careers,
life responsibilities often change (McKim & McKim, 2023; Murray et al., 2011; Sorensen et al.,
2017) resulting in a reduction of their work-related upper bounds as more time, energy, and emotion
are prioritized for non-work dimensions. As an example, a teacher may not be able to commit the
same amount of time doing FFA contests after becoming a parent (i.e., or spouse, caretaker,
homeowner, community leader, etc.) as they did before holding one or more of these different life
roles (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3

Visual Representation of the “Pressure to Balance” Shift
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For some, the pressure to balance shift may be offset by the increased efficiency and
knowledge that comes with teaching experience; however, the impact of this interplay on teacher’s
upper bounds likely varies from teacher to teacher. Some evidence suggests, however, any
reduction in workload associated with experience and efficiency is replaced with additional (e.g.,
new FFA and SAE experiences) work (Lambert et al., 2011; Sorensen et al., 2017); thus, eliminating
any workload reduction stemming from experience and efficiency.

The second potential shift occurring during an agriculture teacher’s career is success
inflation, which impacts lower bounds. This shift suggests as teachers continue their careers, there
is an ever-increasing accumulation of expectations (i.e., from themselves, administrators,
community members, etc.), elevating their work-related lower bounds. This notion is supported by
existing scholarship noting the system of agricultural education expects seemingly exponential
growth within productivity and recognition (Disberger et al., 2023; Haddad et al., 2023; McKim &
McKim, 2023; Thieman et al., 2012; Traini et al., 2019; Traini et al., 2020; Traini et al., 2021). In
Traini et al. (2020), they describe this phenomenon as the “success trap,” suggesting it becomes the
“master narrative” for agriculture teachers (p. 181).
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Figure 4

Visual Representation of the “Success Inflation” Shift
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Boundary shifts like the pressure to balance and success inflation are essential to monitor
because they influence the margin teachers have available between their lower and upper bounds.
In the next section, we explore the consequential nature of boundary margin.

Boundary Margin

As identified, the initial goal of the donut model for agriculture teacher success is teacher
existence between their lower and upper bounds. In concert, another goal is to maximize the margin
between a teacher’s lower and upper bounds. Increasing the margin between lower and upper
bounds provides the teacher flexibility to intentionally allocate energy amongst their work and life
dimensions to address emerging student interests, shifting community dynamics, and evolving
personal interests (McKim & McKim, 2023). As an example (see Figure 5), let’s imagine having
access to the donut model for both Teacher A and Teacher B as we focus on the dimension of
community connections (i.e., the agriculture teacher making connections with community partners
to support student learning and program success.
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Figure 5

Comparing Boundary Margin
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The boundary margin available for Teacher A allows more options between their lower and
upper bounds. For example, if opportunities emerged in other life roles or in other dimensions of
the job, Teacher A could reduce their time investment building community connections to one hour
per week and still be within their bounds. If, instead, a new and potentially beneficial community
connection emerged, Teacher A would have the margin to allocate up to six hours per week within
the community connection dimension, still within their bounds. Alternatively, Teacher B lacks the
margin between their lower and upper bounds to intentionally allocate resources to seize new and
rewarding opportunities in their life and work roles.

This example reinforces teacher success is not just existence between lower and upper
bounds; agriculture teacher success is having ample margin between their lower and upper bounds.
This boundary margin affords teachers the opportunity to customize their time allocation to seize
opportunities throughout work and life roles (McKim & McKim, 2023). Expanding the margin
between upper and lower bounds, however, is challenging as it requires either reducing lower
bounds or increasing upper bounds. In the following table, we explore example strategies individual
teachers, or the system of agricultural education, can enact to expand the margin between lower
and upper bounds and, thus, increase the probability of agriculture teacher success (see Table 1).
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Table 1

Example Strategies for Expanding Margin between Lower and Upper Bounds

Strategy Impact Level Description

Redefine Reduce Lower Individual  Actively challenge structures which reinforce

Success Bound and agricultural educator success is ever-increasing
System productivity and external recognition.

Balance Maintains System Refrain from additional expectations for teachers

System Lower Bound (e.g., paperwork) or new program opportunities (e.g.,

Additions events, contests) without commiseratively reducing

other teacher obligations.

Balance Maintains Individual ~ Only add a new program component if something
Success Lower Bound requiring equal time, energy, and emotion is removed.
Inflation

Effective Increase Upper System Invest in teacher professional development which
Professional Bound results in teachers obtaining skills, knowledge, or
Development resources that directly increase their ability to

successfully do the job (i.e., see McKendree &
McKim, 2021 for an example).

Utilize Increase Upper Individual  Cultivate relationships with program supporters able
Networks Bound to independently lead (or support) dimensions of the
agriculture program.

Automate Increase Upper Individual  Utilize innovations which increase efficiency (e.g.,

Roles Bound automatic watering systems, auto-graded exames,
online recordkeeping systems linked to award
applications).

Note. “System” refers to the broad collection of individuals, organizations, and processes which influence
agricultural education. This includes, but is not limited to, teacher educators, state staff, program
standards, policymakers, and agricultural education related organizations.

The flexibility to intentionally invest time in work and life roles brought about by boundary margin
provides the conceptual justification to link the donut model for agriculture teacher success to job
satisfaction, life satisfaction, and teacher retention. When margin exists between an agriculture teacher’s
lower and upper bounds, intentional decisions can be made which align to self-actualization, family
satisfaction, and community betterment (McKim & McKim, 2023). The result is an agriculture teacher
satisfied with their work and life roles who may be more likely to remain in the profession.

In conjunction, the model may also extend understanding of teacher attrition and the agriculture
teacher shortage. The theoretical connection between the donut model and teacher attrition emerges through
the overlap effect, defined as a teacher’s lower bound exceeding their upper bound in one or more life or
work dimensions (see Figure 6). The overlap effect occurs when a teacher does not possess the resources
(e.g., time, energy, emotion) to accomplish a dimension of their job or life at the level they require of
themselves to be successful. For example, a teacher may identify their lower bound for grading to be three
hours a week providing constructive, written feedback on student assignments. However, their upper bound
might be limited to 90 minutes a week for grading due to the obligations of other work and life roles. In
this overlap scenario, the teacher is unable to invest the time required by themselves to be successful.
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Figure 6

Visual Representation of the “Overlap Effect”

The relationship between the overlap effect and teacher attrition is, however, not perfect (i.e., as
soon as overlap occurs, the teacher does not immediately leave the profession). Instead, we suggest there
are two moderating variables influencing this relationship. First, the salience of the job dimension(s) in
overlap likely influences if the overlap leads to attrition. Specifically, the more salient the dimension, the
more likely it will result in teacher attrition. Second, the expected duration of the overlap will likely
influence its relationship with attrition. The agriculture teaching profession includes moments throughout
the school year that are busier than others (Disberger et al., 2023). In these moments, overlap is more likely,
but expected to be temporary; thus, less consequential to teacher attrition. The more sustained the overlap
is expected to be, however, the more likely it will result in teacher attrition.

Emerging and alarming evidence within the discipline suggests overlap may be the norm for some
agriculture teachers, especially those early in their career. The theme of this emerging scholarship is early
career teachers normalize sacrificing non-work obligations to meet demands at work (Haddad et al., 2023;
Traini et al., 2019; Traini et al., 2020; Traini et al., 2021). Within the donut model for agriculture teacher
success, these findings are translated as teachers feeling forced to reduce their lower bounds within life
dimensions (e.g., exercise, family, hobbies) to compensate for rising lower bounds within work dimensions
(e.g., FFA events, school committees, grading). Certainly an undesirable state, evidence suggests teachers
must reduce their lower bounds within life dimensions or face sustained overlap as pressure mounts to
increase work-related lower bounds. This phenomenon may contribute to teacher attrition, which is most
common among early career teachers (Ingersoll et al., 2014; Sutcher et al., 2019).

Conclusions

The donut model for agriculture teacher success complements the three-circle model for
agricultural education by foregrounding teacher success. In the proposed model, teacher success is defined
by two characteristics, (a) teacher productivity existing between self-identified lower and upper bounds for
work and life dimensions and (b) ample margin between self-identified lower and upper bounds. In this
way, teacher success is having the boundary margin to intentionally invest resources throughout work and
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life roles to achieve personally defined success. In addition to detailing teacher success, the proposed model
provides important conceptual linkages to teacher satisfaction, teacher retention, and teacher attrition.
Therefore, just as the three-circle model illuminates salient approaches for optimizing student growth
(Baker et al., 2012; Croom, 2008; Swafford, 2018; Talbert et al., 2023), the donut model for agriculture
teacher success illuminates salient approaches and relevant research questions to better understand the
successes and challenges of an agriculture teaching career.

In addition to the theoretical affordances of the model, the donut model for agriculture teacher
success is designed to be a practical tool for agriculture teachers. Because the model is individualized,
teachers are encouraged to map the relevant dimensions within their work and life roles, identifying lower
and upper bounds for each dimension (free resources for creating an individualized donut available here:
https://tinyurl.com/2de6sv6p). Once created, the individualized donut model serves as a tool to
communicate, evaluate, and reflect upon lower bounds, upper bounds, and boundary margin. Consider an
agriculture teacher who has created their donut model; the following are examples of how they could use it
at different points in their career. When interviewing for an agriculture teaching position, they could utilize
their donut model to evaluate alignment of their lower and upper bounds and the norms of the school and
position to which they have applied. As they begin working within the school, they could continually refine
their donut model with administration and community stakeholders agreeing to their lower and upper
bounds. The teacher could regularly reflect upon their work and life roles to ensure they are maintaining
existence within the boundaries in times of success and times of self-doubt. Further, a donut model validated
by administration and community stakeholders could be used by the agriculture teacher to defend boundary-
affirming decisions (e.g., saying “no” to a school committee, declining to facilitate a new event).

Recommendations

Through the adaptation of donut economics (Raworth, 2017; Wahlund & Hansen, 2022) in crafting
the donut model for agriculture teacher success, critical recommendations for research and practice
emerged. For research, three initial questions arose. First, we recommend research exploring the
experiences which influence an early career agriculture teacher’s lower bound within dimensions of the
agriculture teaching profession. This scholarship should seek to critically evaluate aspects of system
socialization (e.g., high school agriculture experience, preservice coursework, student teaching experience,
teacher mentorship programs, industry interactions) which elevate lower bounds to a point of potential
overlap with upper bounds.

In addition to research on lower bound development, further scholarship should explore the efficacy
of experiences in agricultural education which expand boundary margin. Through these investigations,
attention should be given to experiences which may reduce the lower bounds of agriculture teachers as well
as experiences which may increase the upper bounds for agriculture teachers. As a starting point for
potential variables, refer to Table 1 within this manuscript.

Finally, empirical research exploring the hypothesized relationships between boundary margin, job
and life satisfaction, teacher retention, and teacher attrition is warranted. Given the persistence of the
agriculture teacher shortage (Eck & Edwards, 2019; Smith et al., 2022), new approaches to understanding
agriculture teacher retention and attrition are useful to informing efforts to keep quality agriculture teachers
in the profession.

In addition to recommendations for research, three salient recommendations for practice also
emerged. First, we recommend this model be integrated within postsecondary agriculture teacher education
programs. As future teachers engage in coursework, field experiences, and student teaching experiences,
opportunities should be consistently provided to critically evaluate existing and emerging lower and upper
bounds within work and life dimensions. These reflective opportunities allow teacher education faculty to
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co-construct realistic expectations with preservice teachers as they progress toward becoming early career
agriculture teachers. Additionally, teacher education faculty should use these opportunities to explore with
preservice teachers how expectations change when work and life roles evolve (e.g., marriage, children,
community leadership roles). Further, continually revisiting the models of students during their teacher
education program provides valuable formative feedback to teacher education programs on how
postsecondary experiences are influencing the perceptions of future educators.

The second recommendation is for current teachers and teacher leaders to implement the donut
model for agriculture teacher success into their practice as educators and professional development
facilitators. As explored, the model has utility in clarifying and communicating personal and professional
bounds that can help current teachers realign their approach to exist between their lower and upper bounds,
potentially supporting satisfaction and retention.

The final recommendation for practice is leveraging the utility of the proposed model beyond
agriculture teacher success. In fact, this approach to boundary modeling may be beneficial for others
throughout the agricultural education system, including student leaders, state staff, foundation leaders,
teacher educators, and graduate students. Through intentional reflection, planning, and boundary
communication, we can collectively craft careers in agricultural education which exist between a level of
productivity which minimally meets our individualized definition of success and a level of productivity
which precludes us from achieving success throughout all our work and life roles.
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