
The Agricultural

M   A   G   A   Z   I   N   E

January/
February 2011

Volume 83
Issue 4

EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING: 
LEARNING FROM DIRECT EXPERIENCES

EDUCATION



2 The Agricultural Education Magazine

EDITORIAL

Dr. Harry N. Boone, Jr., is an 
Associate Professor at West Virginia 
University and Editor of The 
Agricultural Education Magazine.

Defi ning Experiential Learning

Experiential learning – “An 
experience-based approach 
to learning in which stu-
dents experience a direct 

encounter with the phenomenon 
under study, refl ect on that experi-
ence, draw general conclusions, and 
test their newly acquired knowledge 
through subsequent performance” 
(Phipps, Osborne, Dyer, & Ball, 
2008, p. 530).  Agricultural education 
and supervised agricultural experi-
ence (SAE) programs have long been 
associated with the concept of experi-
ential learning.  As the authors in this 
issue are quick to point out, experien-
tial learning is much more than SAEs.   
How can agricultural educators make 
certain that their entire program is an 
experiential learning situation?  

Directly Encounter Phenomenon

Agricultural education programs 
are known for their “hands-on” ap-
proach to teaching.  Teachers utilize 
laboratories to provide students with 
opportunities to experience and learn 
from situations fi rst hand.  These 
laboratories include agricultural 
mechanics shops, meat processing 
facilities, aquaculture labs, green-
houses, land laboratories, forests, and 
biotechnology laboratories to name a 
few.  Agricultural education teachers 
routinely provide students with op-
portunities to learn needed skills and 
to practice these skills in simulated 
environments.  In addition to the 
simulated environment of the school 
laboratories, students are encouraged 
to develop SAEs where they can use 
the skills in real world situations.  
Although the name has changed nu-
merous times, SAEs were a part of 
agricultural education well before the 
Smith-Hughes Act (Boone, Doerfert, 
& Elliot, 1987).  We must make cer-
tain that SAEs remain an integral part 
of agricultural education programs.  

Refl ect on Experience

In my opinion, agricultural edu-
cation programs do a good job of 
providing opportunities for students 
to “encounter the phenomenon.”  
Emphasis on the next three steps, 
however, starts to decline in many 
programs.  This includes refl ecting 
on the experiences.  Lesson summa-
ries are one part of refl ecting on the 
experience.  Analysis of SAE records 
is another good way to refl ect on the 
experience.  Just as the emphasis on 
SAEs have declined, so has the em-
phasis on record keeping declined.    

Develop Conclusions/Test Knowl-
edge

It’s not enough to “refl ect” on the 
phenomenon/experience. Students 
must develop the necessary reason-
ing skills to analyze the results of the 
situation and reach conclusions on 
the experience.  In many situations 
the conclusions will require further 
“testing.”  The results of experien-
tial learning experiences are problem 
solving and higher order thinking 
skills.  In other words we are teach-
ing agricultural education students 
the skills necessary to become life-
long learners.

Research on SAEs

In a fi nal note, Workman (2010) 
found that over 90 percent of the ag-
ricultural education teachers in Ken-
tucky, Maryland, Ohio, Pennsylvania, 
Virginia and West Virginia indicated 
they had an adequate understanding 
of SAE concepts.  At fi rst glance the 
results look great but let’s look at it 
another way.  Approximately one 
teacher in 10 felt they did not have an 
adequate understanding of SAE con-
cepts.  This is a disturbing fact that 
the profession needs to address.

I would like to thank Dr. Grady 
Roberts for serving as the Theme 
Editor and sharing his expertise and 
passion on experiential learning.  I 
would also like to thank each of the 
authors that contributed an article to 
this issue.  Without individuals will-
ing to share their ideas, publishing 
The Agricultural Education Maga-
zine would not be possible.  
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by T. Grady Roberts

The answer to this question 
would probably vary, based 
on whom you asked. My 
answer would be “ALL 

learning is experiential learning.” 
This would also be how eminent 
experiential learning scholars like 
John Dewey (1938) and David Kolb 
(1984) would likely answer.

Experiential learning is the cycli-
cal process by which learners trans-
form their experiences into mean-
ingful knowledge. Each experience 
builds on previous experiences and 
lays the groundwork for future expe-
riences. Learning occurs as students 
refl ect on their experiences, and build 
connections with previous knowl-
edge.

As educators, our role is to cre-
ate meaningful learning experiences. 
Edgar Dale (1946) gave us a useful 
tool to discuss learning experiences. 
Often referred to as Dale’s Cone 
of Experience, this model presents 
learning experiences on a continuum 
from very concrete, hands-on expe-

riences to very abstract experiences, 
like reading a book.  As educators, 
we make conscious decisions about 
the types of experiences we create for 
our students.

Experiential Learning and Agri-
cultural Education

Agricultural educators have long 
espoused a commitment to experien-
tial learning. I would argue that this 
is correct, but far too many people 
incorrectly think only of Supervised 
Agricultural Experience (SAE). Ex-
periential learning goes far beyond 
SAE. Agricultural educators routine-
ly create meaningful learning experi-
ences in classrooms, in laboratories, 
through FFA activities, and through 
SAE.

This issue of The Agricultural 
Education Magazine, begins with a 
reprint of an article from 1991 that 
challenged us to rethink experiential 
learning. Next, agricultural educa-
tors from around the country share 
some of their innovative approaches 
to creating learning experiences in a 
variety of contexts (classroom, labo-

T. Grady Roberts, the January-Feb-
ruary Theme Editor, is an Associate 
Professor in the Department of Agri-
cultural Education and Communica-
tion, University of Florida.

ratories, community, FFA, and SAE). 
This issue closes with articles that 
outlines some of the challenges to 
SAE and then outlines current efforts 
to revitalize SAE. I hope that these 
articles will give you some things to 
think about and a few ideas of activi-
ties worth implementing in your pro-
gram.
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Reshaping SAE To Provide 
Experiential Learning in the 1990’s 

(Originally Published in The Agricultural Education Magazine, May 1990, Volume 62)

THEME ARTICLE

by Jimmy G. Cheek and Larry R. Ar-
rington

The past decade has been a 
time of reform and rethink-
ing. The Communist world 
began massive restructur-

ing, the Berlin Wall came tumbling 
down, and people throughout the 
world became concerned about is-
sues that heretofore had not been of 
concern – destruction of the ozone 
layer, the “Greenhouse” effect, and 
bio-technology. A crusade to improve 
education gained momentum during 
the decade, gaining national atten-
tion with the publication of a report 
called A Nation at Risk (National 
Commission on Excellence in Edu-
cation, 1983). The report was critical 
of American education and made nu-
merous recommendations to improve 
the educational system and process. 
By the end of the decade the much re-
vered SAT was undergoing revision. 
In the future the SAT will include an 
essay, different types of questions, 
and about 20% of the math questions 
would not be in the traditional mul-
tiple choice format (Toch, 1989). 

Likewise, the 1980’s was a pe-
riod of study, refi nement, and change 
in agricultural education. In 1985, the 
National Academy of Sciences initiat-
ed a study of agricultural education in 
secondary schools which culminated 
with the publication of Understand-
ing Agriculture: New Directions for 
Education (National Research Coun-
cil, 1988). Partially as a result of this 
study, many states renovated or are 
in the process of renovating the agri-
cultural curriculum in public schools. 
Leaders within the profession called 
for further reform, and names of the 
Future Farmers of America (FFA) 

and supervised occupational experi-
ence (SOE) program were changed. 

When reform is undertaken, the 
fundamental “truths” within a dis-
cipline emerge and usually become 
central in the restructuring effect. 
This was certainly the case with re-

spect to SOE. Some of these funda-
mental “truths” that emerged from 
the National Council study were 
that all students should participate in 
worthwhile SOEs while enrolled in 
agricultural education. Additionally, 
a broader range of SOEs should be 
encouraged, and emphasis should be 
placed on experience and entrepre-
neurship, not only on the occupation. 
The importance of experiential learn-
ing was emphasized not only in SOE 
but in the total curriculum. 

Experiential Learning is More 
Than SAE

Experiential learning is interwo-
ven into the very fabric of agricultural 
education. The basic problem solving 
teaching model used in agricultural 
education includes preparation, pre-
sentation, application and evaluation. 
According to this instructional mod-

el, once a subject has been taught, the 
material learned should be applied. 
Application may occur in the class-
room, agricultural mechanics labo-
ratory, greenhouse, or with a home-
work assignment. Following a unit on 
marketing, teachers might have their 
students apply what was learned by 

selecting a commodity of interest and 
develop a marketing strategy or role 
play the process of selling agricul-
tural products.

One of the major methods used to 
provide experiential learning is SAE. 
The name change from SOE to SAE 
was signifi cant, and provided the ba-
sis for further defi ning what super-
vised experience should be and could 
be. SAE not only involves occupa-
tional experiences but also includes 
non-occupational agricultural aware-
ness and exploratory experiences. 
SAE is defi ned as all of the agricul-
tural, both occupational and non-oc-
cupational, activities of educational 
value conducted by students outside 
of the class setting where students 
apply the knowledge, skills, and at-
titudes that have been learned in the 
instructional program and where su-
pervision is provided by parents, em-

Supervised experience programs 
have been an effective method of 
providing experiential learning ex-
periences to agricultural education 
students.
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ployers, teachers, and others. SAE is 
the principle way students “learn by 
doing” in agricultural education. This 
article deals with some of the ways 
SAE can be expanded to provide ad-
ditional experiential learning activi-
ties for students. 

Why Experiential Learning

The value of experiential learn-
ing in agricultural education has long 
been recognized as an important part 
of the educational process. The reason 
for this is that through practice and 
experience students apply what they 
have learned in real situations, thus 
the material becomes understandable 
and usable. Moreover, in the process 
of gaining experience new problems 
and situations arise causing learners 
to seek additional information and 
new ways of applying what they have 
learned. 

Experience provides relevance 
to the educational process. Dewey 
(1916) stated: “An ounce of expe-
rience is better than a ton of theory 
simply because it is only in experi-
ence that any theory has a vital and 
verifi able signifi cance” (p. 109). Dale 
(1946) used the “Cone of experience” 
to explain the inter-relationships of 
various learning experiences to their 
abstractness or directness. He classi-
fi ed the “doing” experiences as direct 
experiences, contrived experiences, 
and dramatic participation and indi-
cated that these experiences were the 
“bed-rock” of all education. 

When using experiential learn-
ing, students must practice in real sit-
uations, model appropriate behaviors 
and procedures, and receive appro-
priate feedback and reinforcement. 
Also, there should be a lapse of time 
between practices so that students are 
put in a situation where they must 
think as they apply their knowledge 
to various situations. 

Is SAE An Effective Learning Tool?

If experiential education is an ef-
fective way of teaching, is there any 
empirical evidence that SAE infl u-
ences student achievement in voca-
tional agriculture? Yes, there is solid 
evidence that SAE infl uences student 
achievement. 

SOE’s importance to second-
ary vocational agricultural programs 
was evident in a study completed by 
Neavill (1973), who found that tenth 
grade students who had agricultural 
mechanics, livestock, crop, or soil 
science projects achieved a higher 
level of mastery on criterion-refer-
enced tests. Similar studies by Mc-
Ghee and Cheek (1988) and Cheek 
and McGhee (1985) found that ninth 
and tenth grade students with a su-
pervised occupational experience 
project had signifi cantly higher mean 
achievement test scores than students 
who indicated that they did not. 

Morton (1978) compared super-
vised occupational experience scope 
and achievement using a multiple-
choice test designed to measure tech-
nical knowledge of agriculture. He 
found that even when the effects of 
scholastic aptitude, opportunity, year 
in school, and instructor project visits 
were statistically controlled, super-
vised occupational experience scope 
was positively related to learning.  

Two similar studies conducted in 
Florida produced results consistent 
with Morton (1978). Arrington and 
Cheek (1988) found that for ninth 
graders, as participation in SOE in-
creased, achievement test scores in-
creased. Noxel and Cheek (1988) had 
identical results with eleventh and 
twelfth grade ornamental horticulture 
students. 

The effectiveness of SAE activi-
ties for middle school and junior high 

school students has not been inves-
tigated. However, it seems logical 
that SAE would also be effective at 
increasing learning at these grades as 
well. 

Innovative Ideas for Using SAE for 
Experiential Learning

The National Research Council 
(1988) recognized the importance of 
supervised occupational experience 
programs and identifi ed several com-
mon characteristics of high-quality 
SOEs. These SOEs were character-
ized by involved teachers, planned 
experiences, adequate resources, and 
student placement in agribusiness and 
on commercial farms. Furthermore, 
it was recommended that a broader 
range of SOEs be encouraged. 

Traditionally, vocational agricul-
ture students have been encouraged 
to participate in experience programs 
related to production agriculture or 
agribusiness. There is a need to think 
beyond theses traditional experien-
tial learning activities. Of particular 
importance is the need to provide 
experiences in areas related to bio-
technology, food science, marketing, 
communications, the environment, 
and exploratory programs. 

BIOTECHNOLOGY

Providing experiential learning 
related to biotechnology will require 
different and creative thinking. There 
are examples of programs that have 
done an outstanding job in this area. 
One example is a program that is able 
to place students in a local univer-
sity agricultural experiment situation 
to work on biotechnological experi-
ments. Many private companies and 
private laboratories use biotechnol-
ogy and could provide an opportunity 
for students to receive experience. 
For example, a student could work 
in a tree nursery where the breeding 
of new varieties is occurring. In some 



7January February 2011

communities, non-agricultural labo-
ratories may have to be used to pro-
vide experience related to biotech-
nology. Local Cooperative Extension 
agents may be a good resource for 
identifying possible sites. 

FOOD SCIENCE

A common site for food science 
experience in Florida has been cit-
rus processing plants. Many of these 
experiences have been related to the 
handling of citrus rather than the food 
science behind the industry. Efforts 
should focus on actively seeking ex-
periences with the testing, processing, 
storage, and quality control related to 
these products.  Product research and 
new product development are also ar-
eas for potential experiences. 

Another acceptable activity may 
be to have students work with gov-
ernment agencies involved in testing 
and regulating food products. 

MARKETING

Many students have received 
experience at state or local farmers’ 
markets. However, have students re-
ceived experiences that demonstrate 
the international nature of agricul-
tural marketing? One way to provide 
this experience would be to work 
with a local broker to develop an un-
derstanding of commodities trading. 
Many commodity organizations and 
state farm bureaus actively seek new 
international markets and could assist 
in understanding this process. Anoth-
er area might involve having students 
observe and work with agribusiness 
marketing cooperatives. 

COMMUNICATION

Communication has not tradi-
tionally been recognized as an area 
for SAE. Information careers are 
one of the fastest growing sectors 
of employment in the United States. 
Students interested in a career in agri-

cultural education may need to spend 
time working with a local Coopera-
tive Extension agent or assisting an 
elementary teacher prepare lessons 
and experiences related to agricul-
ture. Students interested in work-
ing in broadcasting or written media 
could work at a local radio station or 
local newspaper. Another idea would 
be for students to serve as the agri-
cultural editor of a school newspa-
per. Attending and participating in 
a local public speaking short course 
sponsored by a civic organization or 
a church would be another appropri-
ate activity. 

ENVIRONMENT

In many states, no issue is hotter 
than the environment and its relation-
ship to agriculture. Water shortages, 
groundwater pollution, surface wa-
ter pollution, and solid waste man-
agement are just a few examples. 
Experience programs related to the 
environment could be provided with 
governmental agencies, engineering 
fi rms, and local education personnel 
responsible for teaching the public 
about water conservation, recycling, 
and other environmental issues. 
For example, many local Extension 
agents are actively involved in re-
cycling bio-degradable yard waste. 
Students could become involved in 
working with Extension profession-
als in the re-cycling effort. 

EXPLORATORY PROGRAMS

Several states now have formal 
agricultural education programs at 
the middle school level. What are ap-
propriate SAE activities for younger 
students? Students may be required 
to interview agricultural employees 
about their job or they may observe 
agricultural operations. Using direct-
ed laboratory experience, there are 
an unlimited number of possibilities. 
Students could work on the school 
land laboratory, greenhouse, agricul-

tural mechanics lab, or other school 
facility before school, after school, 
during study period, or on the week-
end. Students could also conduct sci-
ence fair projects at home as part of 
their SAE activities. Small produc-
tion projects may also be appropriate. 

Conclusion

The supervised occupational ex-
perience program has certainly been 
an effective method of providing 
experiential learning experiences to 
vocational agriculture students. The 
agricultural educational profession 
must decide how broad supervised 
agricultural experience will be and 
how much is enough. New areas and 
areas for further development include 
biotechnology, food science, market-
ing, communication, environment, 
and exploratory programs. It may be 
that all experiences cannot be provid-
ed in an agricultural setting. 

References

Arrington, L. R., & Cheek, J. G. 
(1988). Student achievement In 
applied principles of agricultural 
occupations and it’s relationship 
to SOE scope. Gainesville, FL: 
Institute of Food and Agricultural 
Sciences.

Cheek, J. G., & McGhee, M. B. 
(1985). Assessment of compe-
tencies possessed by students 
enrolled in applied principles 
of agribusiness and natural re-
sources education. Journal of the 
American Association of Teacher 
Educators in Agriculture, 26(1), 
55-56.  

Dale, E. (1946). Audio-visual meth-
ods in teaching. New York, NY: 
The Dryden Press, Inc. 

Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and 
education. New York, NY: The 
MacMillion Company. 



8 The Agricultural Education Magazine

McGhee, M. B., & Cheek, J. G. 
(1988). Competencies possessed 
by students enrolled in funda-
mentals of agribusiness and natu-
ral resources education. Journal 
of the American Association of 
Teacher Educators in Agricul-
ture, 29(1), 27-35. 

Morton, R. (1978). The relationship 
between the quality of supervised 
occupational experience pro-
grams and achievement of stu-
dents in vocational agriculture. 
Unpublished doctoral disserta-
tion, The Ohio State University, 
Columbus. 

National Commission on Excellence 
in Education. (1983). A nation at 
risk: The imperative for educa-
tional reform. Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. Government Printing Of-
fi ce. 

Larry R. Arrington is a Professor in 
the Department of Agricultural Edu-
cation and Communication, Univer-
sity of Florida.

Jimmy G. Cheek is the Chancellor of 
the University of Tennessee, Knox-
ville.

National Research Council. (1988). 
Understanding agriculture: New 
directions for education. Wash-
ington, D.C.: National Academy 
Press. 

Neavill, A.  T. (1975). Criterion-ref-
erenced assessment of ninth and 
tenth grade instruction in agri-
culture (Doctoral dissertation, 
The Ohio State University). Dis-
sertation Abstracts International. 
33 5264-B. 

Noxel, S. A., & Cheek, J. G. (1988). 
Relationships of supervised oc-
cupational experience programs 
scope to student achievement in 
ornamental horticulture. Journal 
of the American Association of 
Teacher Educators in Agricul-
ture, 29(4) 24-31, 48. 

Toch, T. (1989, December 11). Put-
ting a new SAT to the test. U.S. 
News and World Report, 107(23), 
60-63. 

Elgin High School, Elgin, Texas uses a longbow making lesson as 
one example of how experiential learning can be directly applied to 
hands-on activities.  See the complete article on page 20.  



9January February 2011

Should This Rightfully Be Called Education? – 
The Application of Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model 

in Agricultural Education

THEME ARTICLE

by Marshall A. Baker and J. Shane 
Robinson

In the back corner of the shop, 
Jared is working intently on his 
nail box.  Jared begins to put the 
pieces together as Mr. Morrison 

walks up beside him and asks, “Have 
you thought about using the clamps 
to hold the pieces together?”  Jared 
stops, sets down the pieces, and re-
sponds, “No. I’ve been trying to fi g-
ure out how to make sure that my 
box is perfectly square.”  Mr. Mor-
rison steps closer, grabs the pencil 
from his pocket, and draws a triangle 
on a piece of scrap wood.  “Do you 
remember learning about the 3 – 4 
– 5 triangle in math?” Mr. Morrison 
asked.  Jared’s eyes lit up.  “Use that 
ruler to check for the 3 – 4 – 5 mea-
surement to make sure the base is 
square.”  Jared makes three different 
marks and notes the length between 
each, and then calls out to Mr. Mor-
rison, “like this?”  Mr. Morrison nods 
his head and moves on to another stu-
dent.

A few hundred miles away, in a 
different state, a young girl named 
Sarah frantically awaits the arrival of 
her agriculture teacher, Mrs. Jones.  
This morning she made her way ner-
vously to the farrowing barn to check 
on the sow that should be delivering 
any day.  To her surprise, all of the 
signs described by her teacher were 
present – it was time to deliver.  Mrs. 
Jones pulls up in the four-door white 
“ag truck” and rushes into the barn 
where she hugs Sarah quickly and 
asks, “Do you remember the four im-
portant things we discussed about de-
livering piglets?”  Sarah quickly re-
plies, “I think so.  First, we should be 
here to help the sow if needed.  Sec-

ond, when a piglet is birthed, remove 
mucus from the airway.  Third, wipe 
them dry, and fourth place them un-
der the heat lamp.”  Mrs. Jones says, 
“Great Sarah.  What was important in 
regard to building the piglets immu-
nity?”  Sarah added, “Oh yeah, and 
make sure they nurse to get colos-
trum.”  As the last piglet is born, Mrs. 
Jones asks Sarah, “How was deliver-
ing your fi rst liter?”  

 Three counties over, and a few 
months later, it is show day.  Cody is 
about to enter the show ring.  This is 
the tenth livestock show as an exhibi-
tor, and he is confi dent that his steer, 
“Shooter,” has a chance to win the 
show.  The past two years he found 
himself just outside of a sale hole, but 
this year is different.  Cody asks his 
dad, “Can you put some more grass 
hay in his bucket?  He looks a little 
sunk in.”  “You bet” his dad responds.  
The entire family is working hard.  
Cody’s sister, McKenzie, is working 
on the tail head, his mother is polish-
ing the show halter, and his father 
is doing some fi nal trimming on the 

legs.  The breeder who raised this spe-
cifi c calf walks up and quietly whis-
pers to Cody, “Your calf looks sunk 
in.  I can fi x that real quick out at the 
trailer.”  Cody looks at the breeder, 
looks back at his calf, and remembers 
the discussion his agriculture teacher 
had with him and his classmates last 
week on ethics.  He smiles and says, 
“No thanks, I think he is ready to go.”  
Cody walked into the ring proud that 
he made the right decision.  

Jared, Sarah, and Cody are stu-
dents who are involved in second-
ary agricultural education programs.  
They have been given the opportuni-
ty to pursue relevant experiences that 
they are personally interested in as a 
part of their high school curriculum. 
These types of experiences are not 
foreign to those in agricultural edu-
cation as they occur in agricultural 
education programs nation wide ev-
ery day.  Though these direct expe-
riences are interesting, they bring up 
an important pedagogical question – 
“Should these experiences rightfully 
be called education?”  

Experiential learning leads to a 
deeper understanding of subject 
matter, the capacity for critical 
thinking and application of knowl-
edge, and the ability to engage in 
life-long learning.
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The answer to this question is – 
“It depends.” Although agricultural 
education is unique in that it pro-
vides a myriad of direct experiences 
in which students can participate, but 
that alone does not constitute learn-
ing.  Eyler (2009) stated that expe-
riential education not only develops 
social skills, work ethic, and practi-
cal expertise, but also leads to more 
powerful academic learning.  She 
noted that experiential learning leads 
to a deeper understanding of subject 
matter, the capacity for critical think-
ing and application of knowledge, 
and the ability to engage in life-long 
learning.  However, Kolb (personal 
communication, September 7, 2010) 
noted that educators must remember 
the second very important word in 
experiential learning – learning.  John 
Dewey (1938) asserted that, “Every-
thing depends on the quality of the 
experience which is had” (p. 27).  He 
explained further, “Unless experi-
ence is so conceived that the result is 
a plan for deciding upon subject-mat-
ter, upon methods of instruction and 
discipline, and upon material equip-
ment and social organization of the 
school, it is wholly in the air” (p. 28). 

Kolb’s Experiential Learning 
Model

All of us, as agricultural educa-
tors, have mastered the planning of 
experiences logistically, but are we in 
the habit of planning the educational 
processes to accompany those expe-
riences specifi cally or pedagogically.  
David A. Kolb, (1984) provided a 
great frame to answer this question 
through the experiential learning cy-
cle (see Figure 1).  This cycle, which 
is commonly discussed in agricul-
tural education, provides a practical 
process by which agricultural educa-
tors can draw in-depth learning from 
the every day experiences in which 
students are exposed.  Experiential 
learning does not have to be expen-

sive, time-intensive, or vastly differ-
ent from what we do every day.  Typi-
cally, all it requires is an opportunity 
to refl ect and think, the gentle guid-
ing of abstract concepts related to 
the experience, and the opportunity 
for students to experiment with the 
newfound knowledge or skill.  Let’s 
return to Jared, Sarah, and Cody.  As 
Sarah steps back in relief and views 
the new litter of piglets she just deliv-
ered, Mrs. Jones immediately asks the 
question, “How was delivering your 
fi rst litter?”  This is a prime example 
of following an experience with pur-
poseful refl ection.  Jared’s instructor, 
Mr. Morrison, quickly connected the 
mathematical concepts being cov-
ered in geometry with the building of 
the nail box and was able to gently 
guide the student to that connection 
– a prime example of abstract con-
ceptualization.  Finally, in the context 
of the show ring, Cody was called to 
actively experiment with concepts he 
had been taught in class, and was able 
to transfer the learning process into 
this different context by making the 
right decision.

This process is depicted as a cy-
cle that includes some type of direct 
experience, the opportunity to refl ect 
on the experience, the drawing of 
abstract concepts that are deduced 
from the experience, and a chance 
for active experimentation.  There is 
no start or end to the cycle.  As such, 
students can enter the cycle at any 
stage.  Each learner and teacher has a 
preference in terms of where they like 
to begin this cycle.  Learning occurs 
as a result of individuals grasping and 
transforming their experiences.  This 
model, though simple in design, pro-
vides a framework to process experi-
ences that leads to deep, meaningful 
and enduring learning.    

Kolb’s Suggestions for Agricultur-
al Education

When presented with a basic 
overview of agricultural education, 
Kolb (personal communication, Sep-
tember 7, 2010) shared that, “You 
[teachers] have such an advantage in 
agricultural education because it is so 
easily experiential.”  He continued by 
outlining four suggestions, specifi c to 

Figure 1.  Modifi ed Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Model.
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agricultural education, to help educa-
tors make the most of this advantage.

First, teachers must be present 
and involved in the experience.  Kolb 
shared that too many times the expe-
rience occurs in the absence of the 
instructor who is guiding the educa-
tional goals in the classroom.  It is es-
sential that the teacher gently guides 
the student and helps him or her focus 
on important elements as the experi-
ence moves through the cycle.  As 
students work on their Supervised 
Agricultural Experiences (SAE), 
agriscience projects, speeches, com-
munity service projects or show ani-
mals, it is essential that the instructor 
has a connection to the experience so 
that it is integrated into the experien-
tial learning model and thus, the edu-
cational goals of the class.  

Second, learning must begin 
with the student’s interest.  Kolb as-
serted that the value of a well-crafted 
experience is that it connects with 
the learner in a way that is congru-
ent with how that person “sees” the 
world.  Kolb gave the example of vis-
iting a museum, and shared that the 
fi rst stage of the experience should 
be for the teacher to allow students 
to explore the museum to fi nd things 
that are interesting to them.  That ex-
ample can be extrapolated to agricul-
tural education easily.  As students 
choose projects, participate in fi eld 
trips, serve the community, and iden-
tify activities in which to participate, 
there should be adequate room for the 
development of student interest.

Third, teachers should wear dif-
ferent hats throughout the experi-
ential process.  Kolb explained that 
as students move from a concrete 
experience into refl ection, teachers 
serve as a facilitator drawing out the 
students’ ideas and interests.  From 
refl ection to abstraction, the teacher 
assumes the role of a subject expert, 
making the connection between what 

students have experienced and the 
concepts being taught.  As a student 
moves from abstraction to action, 
the teacher becomes the evaluator or 
standard setter, and provides immedi-
ate feedback to the student.  

Finally, teaching content is not 
the only goal.  Kolb shared that edu-
cators have two important responsi-
bilities:  1) to teach content, and 2) 
to teach students how to learn.  Fol-
lowing the passage of No Child Left 
Behind, the educational focus has 
been on delivering content, but just 
as important is the development of 
metacognitive skills that produce so-
ciety-ready, successful and, contrib-
uting citizens.  Kolb shared that, in 
his opinion, the SAE project is more 
about a student identifying an area of 
interest, taking the initiative to pur-
sue that interest, solving real-world 
problems, experiencing success and 
challenges, and managing their time 
and resources.  The type of SAE is 
not as important as the opportunity 
for the student to build critical skills.  
Kolb shared that the SAE programs 
provides a personal connection with 
each student that can be tied to class-
room instruction when related.  

A better understanding of what 
experiential education is helps us 
answer the question, “Should expe-
riential learning rightfully be called 
education?”  The next time you take a 
group of students to the National FFA 
Convention, a local speech contest, or 
a district livestock show, ask yourself 
the question, “Should this rightfully 
be called education?”  Then, remem-
ber the four stages of Kolb’s (1984) 
experiential learning model so that 
you can answer that question with a 
resounding, “Yes!”  
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Agricultural Facilities: Experiential Learning 
under a Different Roof

THEME ARTICLE

by Catherine W. Shoulders, Chris 
Wilder, and Brian E. Myers

The Benefi ts of Experien-
tial Learning in Agricul-
tural Education

Students enrolled in to-
day’s agriculture classes walk into the 
classroom with increasingly diverse 
agricultural backgrounds.  Some stu-
dents are raised in hog barns, sitting 
on combines, or walking chicken 
barns, and rival their teachers’ knowl-
edge about production agriculture.  
However, more and more students 
are removed from farm life, and enter 
the classroom with experiences only 
on the fork-end of agriculture.  This 
variety in student background and ex-
periences causes knowledge gaps that 
agricultural educators must address 
in the planning of lessons.  Teaching 
through experiential learning activi-
ties can provide the personal, hands-
on agricultural experiences that ad-
dress the needs of students regardless 
of their base agriculture knowledge; 
novice agriculture students can gain 
concrete experiences to which they 
can apply classroom concepts, while 
those with more experience can de-
velop a deeper understanding for the 
processes and reasons behind those 
processes in agriculture. 

Agricultural facilities, including 
mechanics laboratories, greenhouses, 
livestock facilities, land laboratories, 
and aquaculture laboratories, among 
others, are considered an integral 
component of agricultural education.  
These facilities allow teachers to pro-
vide students practical applications 
of theories taught in the classroom 
(McCormick, 1994; Phipps, Osborne, 
Dyer, & Ball, 2008).  While these fa-
cilities are often utilized for improv-

ing student motor skills, they can be 
a site of many more goals, as is noted 
in Figure 1.

The goals in this table are not 
exclusive, and teachers can plan for 
students to reach several goals in dif-
ferent areas during each experiential 
activity in an agricultural facility.  En-
abling students to meet these goals, 
however, requires careful teacher 
planning and facilitation.  

Considerations When Planning

Student Involvement - When 
planning for the above goals, teachers 
must carefully consider the level of 
student involvement possible in the 
agricultural facility.  Seasoned teach-
ers understand how goals for student 
learning may go unattained if the stu-
dents are not on task.  Activities in 
agricultural facilities require careful 
planning to ensure all students are 
engaged in the experience.  

Cooperative Learning - In 
many facilities, students must work 
together, similar to many work envi-
ronments, which can make teachers 
uneasy – a student rarely gets into 

trouble on his or her own.  When true 
collective learning occurs during an 
experience, students actually feel so-
cially responsible for their actions, 
and mediate their own and the actions 
of others to support the group, lead-
ing to fewer students off-task.  

Cognitive Engagement - While 
these students are participating, the 
level of cognitive engagement should 
be enhanced to meet goals related 
to higher conceptual skills.  Cogni-
tive engagement refers to the level 
of mental effort, active attention, 
and interaction with the material stu-
dents are willing to exert (Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004).  For 
example, when a teacher directs a 
student to water the greenhouse, the 
cognitive engagement of the student 
is minimal.  If the same student is di-
rected to determine a watering sched-
ule for the different types of plants 
that would save water, the same pro-
cedural skills are accomplished while 
enhancing student cognitive engage-
ment.  Lessons and activities in agri-
cultural facilities that require higher 
order thinking skills also typically al-
low students to experiment.  

Figure 1. Goals of laboratory instruction (Phipps, Osborne, Dyer, & Ball, 2008). 
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Student Inquiry - While, again, 
more planning is required to facili-
tate inquiry-driven activities in ag-
ricultural facilities, the goals met 
by students are more numerous and 
valuable.  As students follow a line 
of inquiry or experimentation, the 
knowledge they develop in an agri-
cultural facility should relate directly 
to concepts learned in the classroom.  
After all, the purpose of the facility 
is to provide students with a place to 
apply classroom concepts.  

Budgeting - Each of these con-
siderations requires careful planning.  
However, just as is the case with 
commercial agricultural facilities, 
those for educational purposes must 
run on funds and according to a cal-
endar.  Teachers must budget for and 
plan activities for appropriate times 
during the year. Budgeting helps en-
sure that both fi nancial obligations 
and learning objectives are met in the 
agricultural facilities.

Experiential Learning Scenarios 
for Agricultural Facilities

In the midst of a teacher’s hectic 
schedule, planning enriched experi-
ences for students can seem daunting, 
and can lead to lesson plans that fol-
low a more traditional, motor skills 
focused experience, as shown below.  
Each of the following alternate expe-
riential-based activities, while fully 
adaptable to different situations and 
students, is provided to help teachers 
begin the planning process of moving 
lessons toward a more enriched agri-
cultural experience for students.  

The Greenhouse:

Traditional Lesson:  A common 
lesson would have the students use 
the greenhouse to grow a fl ower crop.  
Students are typically given a set of 
instructions to carry out focusing on 
the motor skills required to produce 
a plant.  Many quality control mea-

sures, such 
as fertilizer 
type and 
a m o u n t , 
w a t e r i n g 
s c h e d u l e , 
and light 
manipula-
tion, are 
d e c i d e d 
upon by the 
teacher be-
fore the les-
son. 

E n -
riched Ex-
per i ence :  
In addition 
to planting 
the crop in 
the green-
house, stu-
dents can investigate and make deci-
sions on some of the quality control 
measures traditionally determined by 
the teacher.  For example, at Willis-
ton High School in Williston, FL, stu-
dents investigate which plant growth 
regulator (PGR) is most effective 
by conducting an experiment using 
two different types of PGR.  This al-
lows the student to develop hypoth-
eses, design their own experiments 
in order to answer their questions, 
collect and analyze data, and evalu-
ate results.  Students are responsible 
for collecting the growth data from 
weekly measurements and presenting 
their fi ndings in the form of graphs 
and charts.  

The Land Laboratory:

Traditional Lesson:  In north 
central Florida, one of the lessons 
the Animal Science classes under-
take each fall is the production of 
forages for school beef cattle herds.  
Typically, this involves students fol-
lowing the directions of the instruc-
tor.  Activities might include disk-
ing, tilling, and spreading the seeds.  

Using the land laboratory for strictly 
application-based activities enhances 
student motor skills, but lacks the de-
velopment of higher order thinking 
skills.

Enriched Experience:  To en-
hance this lesson and activities, the 
pasture at Williston High School is 
divided and temporarily cross fenced 
into 4 separate fi elds.  One fi eld re-
mains the same native grasses for 
year round pastures while students 
plant the remaining three fi elds with 
different winter forages.  One fi eld is 
planted in rye, one in wheat and one 
in oats.  When the forage is mature 
enough, the cattle are rotated through 
the fi elds.  Throughout cattle rota-
tions, the students collect data on ani-
mal weights and forage quality.  Stu-
dents then make recommendations 
on effi cient forages for cattle grazing 
based on their fi ndings.  Just as in the 
traditional lesson, students are able to 
develop the motor skills required to 
plant forage crops.  In addition, the 
enriched experience allows students 
to gain conceptual skills dealing with 

Students at Williston High School compare B-9 to Bonzi and Cy-
cocel both as drench and spray in the greenhouse.  Experiential 
learning is enriched by giving students more control of the deci-
sions made during the production of poinsettias.   
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scientifi c inquiry, agricultural con-
cepts, and decision making. 

The Garden:

Traditional lesson:  The garden 
lends itself to many useful, hands on 
applications related to the various 
plant science skills taught in agricul-
ture classes.  However, many times 
plant science is only accompanied 
by basic application, with objectives 
being to “go out and plant a garden”.  
While this activity reinforces psy-
chomotor skills required in garden-
ing, the concepts of plant science, 
soils and nutrient information can be 
grasped through activities that en-
hance student experiences.

Enriched Experience:  In an 
enriched garden experience, teach-
ers can lead the class to investigate 
various types of plants, mulches and 
water delivery systems used to pro-
duce vegetable crops.  Every spring, 
Williston High School’s freshman 
classes conduct such an experiment.  
The class is placed into coopera-
tive groups of three to four students.  
Each group is charged with planning, 
planting, and caring for a row of veg-
etables using both traditional planting 
methods and bedded rows using plas-
tic mulch.  They also use a compari-
son log to gather data on the overhead 
sprinkler delivery system versus the 
drip emitter system found under the 
plastic mulch.  Through this experi-
ence, students not only plant a garden 
as required by the traditional lesson, 
but also make decisions that affect 
quality and monetary effi ciency based 
on the experiments they conduct.

Overcoming Barriers

The activities and facilities listed 
here are not all-encompassing of the 
facilities and experiences potentially 
available to agriculture teachers and 
students.  They are provided as exam-
ples to help teachers turn traditional 

lessons into facility-based experien-
tial learning situations for students to 
better meet each of the goals of agri-
cultural laboratories.  

Enhancing facility activities to 
increase experiential learning does 
not come without its challenges.  In-
creased time requirements, both to 
plan and to carry out activities, limit 
the number of experiences teach-
ers can provide for their students.  
Funding and available supplies can 
restrict the scope of student experi-
ences.  Safety concerns can limit the 
freedom teachers allow their students 
to try out their own ideas.  However, 
many of the barriers to experiential 
learning in agricultural facilities can 
be overcome by working with com-
munity members, who can gather 
supplies, garner funding and support 
for the program, and help supervise 
students during large projects related 
to specifi c industries.    

Agriculture teachers are fortu-
nate to have access to a wide array of 
agricultural facilities.  These facili-
ties provide students a place to apply 
classroom concepts and help agricul-
tural education keep its reputation as 
a model in hands-on learning.  En-
hancing facility activities to include 
more than psychomotor skill devel-
opment can increase student learning 
in numerous other areas, including 
conceptual, procedural, and personal 
skills.  Ensuring that agricultural fa-
cilities truly are educational labora-
tories – facilities that aid in student 
achievement – is critical.  It is equal-
ly important that the positive impact 
these facilities have on students is 
documented and shared with school 
decision makers.  The use of experi-
ential learning methods is one major 
tool teachers can utilize to ensure 
and document this impact.  Through 
teacher planning and creativity, stu-
dent learning in agricultural facilities 
can truly become experiential.  
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Service Learning: Doing to Learn…Living to Serve
THEME ARTICLE

by Ashley R. Dull 

Experiential learning is a 
somewhat broad term that 
can include many differ-
ent methods of teaching.  

Learning from experience simply 
makes the most sense and produces 
great results.  Since the time we are 
born we learn through our environ-
ment, other people’s reactions, the 
use of our senses, etc.  Hence it would 
make sense for teachers to teach 
through the path of least resistance 
using our mind’s instinctual way of 
learning to instill knowledge and 
life skills in their students.  Learning 
through experience can take many 
forms and there is not one pre-deter-
mined “effective” way to accomplish 
this.  Service learning is one form 
of experiential learning that is often 
forgotten.  Service learning projects 
are used for “expanding the learn-
ing environment from the classroom 
to the community” (Barkley, 1999, 
p. 46).  This article will describe the 
benefi ts and things to consider when 
implementing service learning in an 
agricultural education setting. 

What is Service Learning?

Service learning is different from 
just service.  Service learning is more 
structured than just going to volunteer 
somewhere.  While volunteering and 
service learning hopefully both will 
benefi t people and/or the community 
service learning requires additional 
components.  Service learning is 
meant to promote student develop-
ment and learning while making a 
difference in the community or meet-
ing other people’s needs.  This form 
of experiential education requires 
planning.  There must be specifi c 
goals set and time for prefl ection as 
well as refl ection after the activity or 
throughout the project.

Benefi ts of Service Learning

Using service learning in the 
classroom has numerous benefi ts.  
Student interest and motivation are 
typically high because students can 
chose a project based on their inter-
ests.  Service learning projects ben-
efi t the student and the community.  
The students gain insight into their 
community, feel as if they are do-
ing something meaningful, improve 

interpersonal skills, and apply criti-
cal thinking skills to new situations 
(Barkley, 1999). It allows students 
to experience “real life” and see 
how their knowledge can be applied 
to real world applications with their 
own eyes.  Valuable benefi ts of ser-
vice learning include:

• Individual student needs and 
learning styles can be accommo-
dated.

• Learning can take place in a posi-
tive environment outside of the 
usual classroom setting.

• Can be used to motivate and chal-
lenge students in unique ways.

• Can also go beyond the required 
classroom material to teach criti-
cal thinking, problem solving, 
teamwork, time management, 
social skills, tolerance, empathy, 
generosity, teamwork, and re-
sponsibility.

• Fosters development intellectual-

ly, morally, emotionally and may 
open the door to career paths or 
life goals.

• Provides opportunities for stu-
dents to explore their community 
and the world around them.

• Provides hands on learning op-
portunities and exposes students 
to different viewpoints.

Planning and Implementing Ser-
vice Learning

When preparing and implement-
ing service learning projects in your 
classroom there are some important 
considerations to make.  With all the 
different learning styles how does an 
educator formulate lessons to meet 
the needs of all students?  In addition 
to various learning styles educators 
have to take into consideration the 
various abilities of students.  Other 
factors such as student motivation, 
behavior, and interests all affect how 
a lesson should be formulated.  Les-
sons must be formulated to support 
students while at the same time chal-
lenging them.  Assessments are an-
other component that must be taken 
into consideration when formulating 
a lesson.  Service learning projects 
can be tailored to meet individual 
student needs and can be assessed on 
various levels.  Students can work as 
teams, pairs, or as individuals.  So the 

Service learning allows students 
to apply their knowledge to real 
world applications.

continued on page 18
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Not All Learning Experiences Are Created Equal
THEME ARTICLE

by Christopher T. Stripling

We have all probably 
seen the hit game 
show, Are You Smart-
er than a 5th Grader.   

The creators of the show expect con-
testants to incorrectly answer ques-
tions based on elementary school ma-
terial, thus avoiding having to payout 
a one million dollar purse.  Only two 
contestants, Kathy Cox, the Geor-
gia State School Superintendent and 
George Smoot, a Nobel Prize winner 
in physics, have answered all of the 
questions correctly and won the mil-
lion dollar prize.  With that in mind, 
why is a game show that is based on 
elementary school material so diffi -
cult to win?  

Ironically, in 1938 in a book ti-
tled Experience and Education, John 
Dewey, who is considered by many 
to be the father of experiential learn-
ing, asked a similar question– what 
has become of the knowledge that 
was supposed to be gained during 
our years of schooling.  Likewise, 
I too sometimes wonder what has 
become of the knowledge I suppos-
edly amassed throughout my various 
levels of education.  For example, as 
an undergraduate engineering major, 
I remember sitting in a small cold 
room learning how to solve differ-
ential equations.  If I were asked to 
solve a differential equation today, I 
would be hard pressed to do so.  On 
the other hand, if I were asked to 
identify various plants from the Geor-
gia FFA nursery landscape list (which 
I learned in high school), I am confi -
dent I would be able to correctly iden-
tify the plants.  Why is this?  What is 
different about these experiences that 
allow me to recall the nursery land-
scape material, but not the necessary 
information needed to solve a differ-
ential equation?  

Dewey theorized that much of 
the subject matter we supposedly 
learned was taught or experienced in 
isolation, as discontinuous parts void 
of future use.  Dewey described this 
knowledge as being contained in a 
“water-tight compartment” (1938, p. 
48) that can only be retrieved when 
the exact conditions in which it was 
learned are reproduced.  Fortunately, 
as a high school student I had an ag-
riculture teacher who taught nursery 
landscape within the context of the 
nursery landscape industry and with 
a focus on future use.  To that end, 
when surveying the various experi-
ential learning opportunities within 
the context of agriculture, numerous 
possibilities exist.  However, as is 
evident in my learning experiences 
described above, not all learning ex-
periences are created equal.  

So, how do we as agricultural 
educators construct meaningful expe-
riential learning opportunities within 
the context of agriculture?  Roberts 

(2006) recommended that practitio-
ners utilize the Model of Experien-
tial Learning Contexts (see Figure 1) 
when planning experiential learning 
activities to aid in defi ning the con-
text in which experiential learning 
occurs.  Furthermore, the Model of 
Experiential Learning Contexts illus-
trates that “the context in which ex-
periential learning occurs can be de-
fi ned by four dimensions:  the level, 
the duration, the intended outcome, 
and the setting” (Roberts, 2006, p. 
26).  By taking into consideration 
the dimensions of experiential learn-
ing, agricultural educators can create 
meaningful learning experiences.  

Level

The level of the educational ex-
perience occurs on a continuum from 
abstract to concrete (Roberts, 2006).  
Although learning experiences occur 
on a continuum, agricultural educa-
tors should seek to provide learning 
experiences that are more concrete in 
nature in view of the fact that experi-

Figure 1. Model of Experiential Learning Context (Roberts, 2006, p. 26)



17January February 2011

ence provides the basis for observa-
tion, refl ection, and generalization, 
which are foundational elements of 
the experiential learning cycle (Kolb, 
1984).  

With that in mind, agricultural 
educators often take great pride in 
the fact that they provide concrete, 
hands-on learning experiences.  For 
example, as a high school agriscience 
teacher, my students had the oppor-
tunity to genetically modify E.coli 
while learning about genetically 
modifi ed organisms.  That experi-
ence provided a concrete connection 
between prior and current knowledge 
and was used as a building block for 
future iterations of the learning cycle.    

Duration

The duration of a learning experi-
ence can occur in a matter of seconds 
or take several years to complete (Jo-
plin, 1981; Roberts, 2006).  For in-
stance, I quickly discovered that my 
students could learn in a matter of 
minutes how to properly fi ll the wells 
of an electrophoresis gel.  During 
those few minutes, the students expe-
rienced several iterations of the expe-
riential learning cycle.  Specifi cally, 
the student tried to fi ll a well, refl ect-
ed on their success or failure, devel-
oped generalizations for improve-
ment, and then experimented with 
fi lling the well again.  An example 
on the opposite end of the continuum 
is the agricultural education program 
at Irwin County High School (ICHS) 
in Ocilla, Georgia.  Agricultural edu-
cation students at ICHS learn about 
agribusiness, agritourism, and value 
added agriculture through a series 
of courses, in which they develop 
and market value added agricultural 
products and oversee the agritourism 
portion of their school research farm.  
Accordingly, with subject matter of 
this nature the time required for the 
learner to complete the experiential 
learning cycle is considerably longer.   

Intended Outcomes

Intended outcomes of experien-
tial learning are arranged on a contin-
uum from exposure to dissemination 
(Steinaker & Bell, 1979; Roberts, 
2006).  As one progresses higher on 
the intended outcomes continuum 
more is required of the learner.  Argu-
ably the higher levels of the intended 
outcomes continuum create a more 
meaningful learning experience, be-
cause the experience places a more 
demanding cognitive load upon the 
learner and provides multiple learn-
ing contexts.  For instance, in the 
electrophoresis example provided 
earlier the students not only had to 
learn how to properly fi ll the wells, 
but were also required to teach ad-
vanced placement biology classes 
how to properly fi ll and run an elec-
trophoresis gel.  By requiring learners 
to disseminate their new knowledge, 
the learning experience required 
more of the learners and provided an 
additional context.  In addition, the 
higher intended outcome supplied 
continuity in the learning process.  
Dewey (1938) purported continuity 
to be an essential part of the educa-
tional process.                    

Setting   

Educational settings vary from 
formal to non-formal to informal 
(Etling, 1993; Roberts, 2006).  In ag-
ricultural education, formal learning 
settings are structured learning envi-
ronments such as a traditional class-
room or an outdoor laboratory (Rob-
erts, 2006).  Non-formal educational 
settings are less structured than for-
mal settings and usually occur “out-
side of traditional schooling” (Etling, 
1993, p. 73).  According to Roberts, 
Supervised Agricultural Experience 
programs, internships, and service 
learning projects are examples of 
non-formal educational activities that 
can be utilized by the agricultural 
educator.  Also along the continuum 

are informal educational settings.  
Informal settings are not organized 
or planned and occur in everyday 
experiences (Etling, 1993; Roberts, 
2006).  For example, a student may 
overhear a conversation between two 
livestock producers and unintention-
ally learn about protein levels of dif-
ferent feeds while purchasing dog 
food at a local feed store.  According 
to Etling (1993), this type of learning 
is incidental learning.  Utilizing vari-
ous educational settings will allow 
the learner to gain a variety of edu-
cational experiences and contexts for 
future use.      

In conclusion, the possibilities 
for utilizing experiential learning 
in secondary agricultural education 
are numerous.  However, secondary 
agricultural educators should keep 
in mind that not all learning experi-
ences are created equal, and that the 
context in which learning occurs is a 
key component of experiential learn-
ing.  Experiential learning can be en-
hanced by examining Roberts’ (2006) 
dimensions of experiential learning: 
level, duration, intended outcomes, 
and setting.  Planning learning expe-
riences with conscious consideration 
of the aforementioned dimensions 
can aid secondary agricultural educa-
tors in creating meaningful learning 
experiences, which help the learner 
create transferable knowledge that 
can be used in the classroom and in 
life.    
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fi rst thing to consider is if you want 
to do a group project or do you want 
students to work individually or in 
small groups?  If you want students to 
work in small groups do you want as-
signed groups or will you let students 
choose their groups?  You can assign 
groups based on interests or even aca-
demic skill level.  Assigning groups 
gives you an opportunity to evenly 
distribute English language learn-
ers, students struggling academically, 
etc., throughout the groups.  If you 
assign students into groups would 
it be appropriate or benefi cial to as-
sign specifi c roles?  Another impor-
tant consideration is your objectives.  
What do you want your students to 
get from this activity?  Create obtain-
able objectives and make sure criteria 
are clear to all the students.  Will you 
require assignments to be completed 
based on their service learning expe-
riences or do you just want them to 
participate?  Specifying your require-
ments and goals for your students can 
not be stressed enough. If they do not 
completely understand what you are 
asking of them then they have little 
chance for success.  

Evaluating Service Learning

Next you must consider what 
evaluation methods you will use.  

Multiple choice exams are likely not 
appropriate, especially if students 
are working individually or in small 
groups on separate projects.  Re-
fl ection journals are a good way for 
students to gather their thoughts and 
refl ect on their experience as well as 
for you to see what they have learned.  
Perhaps you may just want them to 
keep logs of their hours or progress.  
Class discussions are also a great way 
for students to share experiences with 
you and each other and may be used 
as a way to evaluate student progress.  

Examples

Some service learning projects 
that have been done by agricultural 
classes or small groups include fi x-
ing local parks, helping local farm-
ers, raising money for a specifi c com-
munity need, planting gardens (city 
beautifi cation), and educating com-
munity members on agriculturally re-
lated issues or promoting agriculture 
literacy in grades lower than their 
grade (middle schoolers teaching el-
ementary schoolers, etc.).  Individu-
als can volunteer at local farms, nurs-
ing homes, non-profi t organizations, 
food banks, etc.  The possibilities for 
service learning projects are endless 
and can be easily tailored to student 
interests.  As you can see there are 
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so many ways to implement service 
learning in agricultural education and 
there are numerous valuable benefi ts 
for the students involved as well as 
for the community.  
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Experiential Learning: Right on Target!
THEME ARTICLE

by Christopher M. Estepp and Mi-
chael Norton

Experiential learning has 
been the backbone of ag-
ricultural education since 
the initiation of the Smith-

Hughes Act in 1917 (Graham & 
Birkenholz, 1999).  Barrick et al. 
(1992) stated “agricultural educa-
tion encompasses taking learning to 
the ‘doing’ or application stage of 
learning” (p. iii).  The nature of ag-
ricultural instruction lends well to 
the integration of applied learning 
activities.  Traditionally, secondary 
agricultural education teachers have 
incorporated a plethora of hands-on 
learning activities in their instruction.  
Although many secondary agricultur-
al educators implement experiential 
learning activities, the question still 
stands; how can agricultural educa-
tion instructors maximize the learn-
ing of their students through hands-
on learning activities?  

Stripling and Roberts (2010) 
proposed a practitioner-centered pro-
cess of experiential learning, which 
can aid agricultural educators in 
their instructional planning.  Their 
model combines theory and practice 
and provides a practical framework 
teachers can follow to guide students 
through the experiential learning pro-
cess using applied learning activities.  
The process consists of sub-experi-
ences which when combined together 
form the entire experiential learning 
process for a given learning activity.   

The following is a summary of 
the process described by Stripling 
and Roberts (2010):

1. Assess students’ prior knowledge 
and experiences:  This gives the 
teacher a starting point to under-
stand how much a student knows 
about a given subject.  

2. Create a common introductory 
experience:  A common introduc-
tory experience provides a link 
between students’ prior knowl-
edge and the new educational ex-
perience.  This step should gener-
ate student interest.

3. Communicate the importance of 
the new educational experience:  
Emphasize why the new knowl-
edge to be learned is important 
and give suggestions for future 
use in a real world setting.

4. Use of a contextual learning ex-
perience:  Teacher should use the 
appropriate method(s) to teach 
the new information relating it 
to prior knowledge, experiences 
and the planned use of the infor-
mation.

5. Provide refl ection experience:  
A period of refl ection should be 
provided for students to think 
critically about the new experi-
ence and its connection to current 
knowledge and future and past 
experiences.

6. Provide a generalizing experi-
ence:  Generalization of the new 
experience by students will allow 
them to think about the future use 
of the information and transfer it 
across contexts.

7. Provide a culminating application 
experience:  Allow the students 
to use or test the new knowledge 
gained in a real world context.

Implementation of this model 
should allow students to create trans-
ferable knowledge which will then 
become prior knowledge for new 
learning activities.  Building upon 
prior knowledge in different con-
texts helps students create a deeper 
understanding of the material being 
learned.  

Stripling and Roberts’ (2010)
model can be implemented using a 
variety of hands-on learning activi-
ties.  A specifi c example of how to 

fi t the model into a lesson is shown 
through a traditional longbow mak-
ing activity employed in the Wildlife 
and Recreation Management class at 
Elgin High School (EHS) in Elgin, 
Texas.  Wildlife and Recreation Man-
agement has been traditionally taught 
as a text heavy course; however the 
agriscience instructor at EHS was 
searching for more hands-on activi-
ties.  Inspiration for the longbow mak-
ing lesson originally came through 
discussions between the agriscience 
teacher and two other teachers who 
mentioned bow making.  After re-
searching the topic, the agriscience 
teacher discovered the bow making 
lesson fi t perfectly with the required 
essential knowledge and skills for the 
class, and in addition the lesson pro-
vided cross-curricular learning expe-
riences about Texas history.  

The following description shows 
how each step of the lesson fi ts 
into the experiential learning pro-

Implementation of experiential 
learning activities can increase stu-
dent engagement and learning.
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cess.  The fi rst step in Stripling and 
Roberts’ process was assessment of 
students’ prior knowledge and ex-
periences.  This was accomplished 
through a period of lecture/discus-
sion about the history of longbows 
and inquiring about the students’ pri-
or archery experiences.  This led to 
the second step of the process which 
was to create a common introductory 
experience.  The agriscience teacher 
connected the longbow discussion to 
the Comanche Indians (previously 
discussed in students’ history classes) 
and the Comanches’ use of longbows.   
This connection generated interest 
among the students because it was a 
direct application of the knowledge 
acquired in history.  The third step in 
the process was to communicate the 
importance of the new educational 
experience.  This was accomplished 
in the longbow making example by 
informing the students that in ad-
dition to constructing the bow they 
would also learn safety, proper tool 
use, and craftsmanship skills.  The 
students’ interest level greatly in-
creased as they progressed through 
the experiential learning process.  
The fourth step in the model is the 
actual use of the contextual learning 
experience.  In the longbow making 
example this process takes approxi-
mately two weeks.  After the materi-
als are gathered the wood is cut into 
the basic longbow shape.  Students 
then take their bow forms and rasp 
them into the fi nal shape.  Through-
out this process the students also til-
ler their bows, which is the process 
of checking for adequate and uniform 
bend in the wood.  At some point in 
the second week students prepare the 
strings for the longbows and the fi nal 
assembly is completed.  During the 
longbow making process students 
are given opportunities to refl ect on 
the experience and how it connects 
to their prior experiences.  Part of 
this refl ection process includes criti-
cal thinking and problem solving as 

students encounter problems such 
as bows breaking during the tiller-
ing process.  Development of critical 
thinking and problem solving skills 
during student refl ection allows stu-
dents to generalize about their experi-
ence and think about future use of the 
information as well as how to transfer 
the new knowledge across contexts.  
The culminating experience for the 
longbow making activity is a shoot-
ing competition.  This experience 
gives the students a sense of gratifi -
cation because they are able to see the 
fruit of their experience, thus bring-
ing the knowledge full circle.

John Dewey (1938) who is tra-
ditionally noted as the father of ex-
periential learning asserted that all 
learning is derived from experiences; 
however some experiences are more 
educational than others.  As agricul-
tural educators, we need to ensure 
that we are not providing experiences 
for the sake of experience; class-
room learning experiences should 
maximize student learning through-
out the process.  Stripling and Rob-
erts’ (2010) model provides a guide 
teachers can follow to make the most 
out of experiential learning activi-
ties.  The longbow making activity 
at Elgin High School provides one 
example how the model of the expe-
riential learning process can be di-
rectly applied to hands-on activities.  
Through careful consideration and 
planning, secondary agricultural in-
structors can use this model to create 
or modify hands-on learning activi-
ties.  Implementation of such activi-
ties in the classroom can be powerful 
tools to increase student engagement 
and learning. 

References

Barrick, R. K., Arrington, L., Heffer-
nan, T., Hughes, M., Moody, L., 
Ogline, P., & Whaley, D.  (1992).  
Experiencing agriculture: A 
handbook on supervised agri-

cultural experience.  Alexandria, 
VA: The National Council for 
Agricultural Education.

Dewey, J.  (1938).  Experience and 
education. New York, NY: Si-
mon and Schuster.

Graham, J., & Birkenholz, R.  
(1999).  Changes in Missouri 
SAE programs.  Proceedings of 
the 26th Annual National Ag-
ricultural Education Research 
Conference, 172-178.  Re-
trieved from: http://aaaeonline.
org/allconferences.php?show_
w h a t = N a t i o n a l & s o r t e r _
c o n f = N a t i o n a l & s o r t e r _
year=1999

Stripling, C., & Roberts, T. G.  (2010, 
June).  An experiential learn-
ing model for college educators.  
Poster presented at the 2010 
NACTA Conference, State Col-
lege, Pennsylvania.

Christopher M. Estepp is a  Graduate 
Assistant in the Department of Agri-
cultural Education and Communica-
tion, University of Florida..

Michael Norton is an Agriscience 
Teacher at Elgin High School, Elgin 
Texas.



21January February 2011

Putting it all Together! 
Capstone Experiences & Projects

THEME ARTICLE

by Don W. Edgar, Leslie D. Edgar,  
and Jeff D. Miller

Agricultural educators have 
been characterized as 
those who teach practical 
skills and, more impor-

tantly, as teachers who make learn-
ing “real.”  They collectively have a 
knack for aligning pieces of knowl-
edge—they seem to understand better 
than most how to help students “ex-
perience” learning. Even the most ex-
cellent teachers in agricultural educa-

tion, struggle with balancing theory 
and higher order thinking skills with 
practical hands-on learning. They un-
derstand the importance of teaching 
at all levels of cognition using many 
different methods, but sometimes a 
good mixture of teaching methods, 
theory and practical application is not 
enough. The balance of methods and 
levels of cognition teachers strive for 
is critical, and it’s even more diffi cult 
to achieve because it’s never the same 
for each student or each class. 

John Dewey (1938) postulated 
that experience is the better teacher 
and successful students are a prod-
uct of those experiences.  It has also 
been observed that collateral learning 
occurring in classrooms—that is, the 
unintended learning students experi-
ence through experiential activities— 
may be as important as the intended 
point of the primary lesson. These 

two key pedagogical concepts, along 
with the need for classroom and labo-
ratory activities that “put it all togeth-
er,” have led to the development of 
the capstone project idea prevalent in 
many classrooms.  

Capstone Experiences

Capstone courses are defi ned 
throughout instructional methods lit-
erature, but arguably one of the best 
defi nitions of a capstone course is one 
proposed by Durel (1993)

. . . a crowning course or expe-
rience coming at the end of a 
sequence of courses with the 
specifi c objective of integrating 
a body of relatively fragmented 
knowledge into a unifi ed whole. 
(p. 223)

 Capstone experiences in agricul-
tural education coursework allow stu-
dents to connect previous disjointed 
information gathered through a vari-
ety of methods and tactics employed 
over time in a classroom into a unifi ed 
understanding of “the big picture.” 
The balance teachers strive for is nev-
er the same for each student or each 
class. As our students have changed, 
so must our tactics towards aiming at 
the intended outcome of the teaching 
that occurs in our classrooms.

At the post-secondary level, The 
University of Arkansas Agricultural 

and Extension Education Department 
has developed several capstone expe-
riences rooted in the theory of expe-
riential learning with exciting results. 
They serve as models for others seek-
ing to build experiences that help stu-
dents “put it all together.” Common 
characteristics that seem to have con-
tributed to the success of these edu-
cational efforts include the following:

1. They lend themselves to the tac-
tic of team teaching.

2. They lend themselves to the con-
cept of service learning.

3. They encourage students to ex-
perience what Andreason (2004) 
calls the 5 R’s: Receive, Relate, 
Refl ect, Refi ne, and Reconstruct.

Regardless of the teaching level, 
secondary or post-secondary, these 
characteristics should be present in 
good capstone projects and cours-
es. Also, as a measure of quality of 
learning, good capstone experiences 
should help students not only receive 
the assignment but also relate the as-
signment to the “fragmented” knowl-
edge they have previously gained.  
When the project is complete, stu-
dents should have the opportunity 
to refl ect on what was learned and 
how they learned it, then refi ne that 
knowledge using higher-order think-
ing skills, and fi nally reconstruct the 
way they view the knowledge and 
skill sets they have acquired.

The University of Arkansas agri-
cultural communications faculty has 
developed a capstone course model 
encompassing real-world experienc-
es and allowing students to apply the 
skills and knowledge gained through 
their previous agricultural commu-
nications classes. Faculty identifi ed 

Experiential education engages 
and impacts learners in a profound 
way. 
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a problem among their students -   
their ability to pull together previous 
skills and knowledge and apply them 
in real world settings was suspect. 
They knew the students had obtained 
skills but wondered if they could 
demonstrate them in terms of what 
employers wanted. The product was 
a magazine constructed, designed 
and printed resulting in greater un-
derstanding and use of previously 
learned competencies and skills. As 
one student commented, “This class 
allowed me to use all the skills I have 
accumulated while in school, writing, 
communication and graphic design, 
and apply all those skills to one im-
portant project.” 

With those resonating thoughts 
towards the end goal of education, 
shouldn’t teachers redefi ne how we 
instruct students in today’s educa-
tional system with more focus on 
accountability? Many states require 
different types of end of course test-
ing. Therefore, the question should 
be posed, how should we prepare stu-
dents best for those types of examina-
tions?

Today’s Agricultural Science Class-
rooms

Experiential learning allows 
students to experience and apply 
knowledge and skills either previ-
ously learned or through present pro-
cess. Many students in agricultural 
education programs enroll because 
they enjoy learning through practi-
cal applications. These students en-
joy using their senses (manipulative 
skills) because it is easier for them to 
remember and relate concepts. The 
capstone experience engages founda-
tion knowledge taught in classes end-
ing in a project that joins information 
previously learned. This is not a new 
concept for agricultural education 
especially in agricultural mechani-
zation or horticulture but it may be 
a process that should be scrutinized 

in other areas of study in agricultural 
education.

In agricultural mechanization 
education students are instructed in 
many different areas. An example 
used by many agricultural education 
teachers is depicted in welding. The 
students are taught basic knowledge 
of the welder, welding processes 
through identifi cation of parts, elec-
trode selection, welding positions, 
and safety. After instruction in these 
areas, students are allowed to practice 
welding through actual experiences. 
Should these experiences be the fi -
nal “teacher?” Can students actively 
use those skills in the production of 
implements, machinery accessories, 
and farm building? Most teachers 
might answer a defi nitive “No!” How 
can this be done? As we have seen, a 
capstone experience is a great answer 
used in many agricultural science 
programs.

In today’s accountability mea-
sures utilized in public schools, ac-
tivities such as these (capstone expe-
riences) must be instituted in all areas 
of our teaching to promote learning 
and maximize growth. Our programs 
impact students each and every day, 
let’s showcase what is done so well 
in agricultural sciences through ex-
periential learning activities. These 
projects make not always work per-
fect but as one student commented “I 
would love to take this class again. 
Looking back, and seeing the fi nished 
product of my work makes me see a 
ton of things I could have done differ-
ently.” Experiential education engag-
es and impacts learners in a profound 
way. These projects can be large scale 
or as small as a seed plot in the closet. 
Engage learners through capstone ex-
periences and experiential activities; 
they will come back wanting more to 
learn.
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Learning by Doing through SAE: 
It isn’t as Easy as it Sounds!

THEME ARTICLE

by Michael S. Retallick

Agriculture teachers believe SAE 
is the one piece of the agricultural 
education model that differentiates 
agricultural education from other ca-
reer and technical education and aca-
demic programs (Retallick, 2010). 
Conceptually, SAE epitomizes expe-
riential learning. SAE, a form of indi-
vidualized, planned instruction (Bar-
rick, et al., 1992), is used to apply the 
principles and concepts learned in the 
classroom to real-world situations 

(Newcomb, McCracken, Warmbrod, 
& Whittington, 2004). Experiential 
learning, in theory, occurs when a 
person refl ects on an activity expand-
ing their existing knowledge or un-
derstanding and uses that newly cre-
ated knowledge or understanding in 
future experiences.  

A study, which sought to explore 
why agriculture teachers in Iowa do 
or do not use SAE instruction as part 
of their local agricultural program, 
was recently completed.  The proj-
ect evolved as a result of two earlier 
projects. The fi rst project studied the 
economic impact of SAE in Iowa 
over an 11-year period and concluded 
that SAE programs had a substantial 
economic impact on local communi-
ties (Retallick & Martin, 2005).  One 
of the economic indicators was return 
on investment.  From 1991-2001, the 
average dollar returned through SAE 

per dollar invested in the local agri-
culture program was $1.66.  A few 
years later, a second study focusing 
on the 15-year enrollment trends re-
lated to the three components of ag-
ricultural education (i.e., classroom 
instruction, SAE, and FFA) was con-
ducted (Retallick & Martin, 2008).  
From 1991 to 2005, enrollment 
grew at an annualized growth rate of 
4.06% while the actual percentage 
of students participating in SAE de-
clined. In the early 1990’s, over 85% 
of students enrolled in agricultural 

education reported having an SAE.  
By 2005, the SAE participation was 
approximately 55%.

These fi ndings were perplexing 
and lead to more inquiry. Although 
agriculture teachers profess that (a) 
there are three components to the ag-
ricultural education model; (b) SAE 
is an experiential learning component 
of the agricultural education pro-
gram; and (c) experiential learning 
is a hallmark of the profession, we 
fi nd fewer and fewer students partici-
pating in SAE. Why are agricultural 
teachers either incorporating or not 
incorporating SAE into their pro-
grams? How do teachers implement 
SAE into their programs? What fac-
tors limit SAE participation and are 
there ways to improve SAE?  These 
questions lead to a research study us-
ing focus groups and telephone inter-

views of Iowa agriculture teachers 
(Retallick, 2010). The themes that 
emerged for each question were re-
ported in a published research paper 
(Retallick, 2010) and are summarized 
below by question.

Why incorporate SAE?

• SAE teaches life skills (record-
keeping, record analysis, fi nan-
cial management, and money 
management) and enhances de-
cision-making and employment 
skill

• SAE is part of the FFA award 
system. SAE portfolios are need-
ed for FFA degree advancement 
and profi ciency awards

• SAE is part of the comprehensive 
agricultural education model.  
Without it, agricultural education 
is just another program in the 
school system.

How do teachers implement SAE?

• SAE as a requirement. Some 
teacher required all students to 
have an SAE and other teachers 
required record books of only 
their FFA members.  A few teach-
ers made SAE optional and some 
didn’t require SAE at all.

• Incorporating SAE. Some teach-
ers introduced SAE in their fresh-
men-level course and then regu-
larly updated record books. Other 
teachers more intermittently up-
dated record books, often at the 
end of a grading period.  Some 
teachers used SAE recordkeep-
ing as out of class homework. 

• Infl uenced by grading. Some-
times SAE was used as part of 
the grade and was evaluated on 

The fundamental concepts of ex-
periential learning are experience, 
refl ection, and transfer. 
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the extent to which the record 
book is up-to-date and its neat-
ness. Some teachers used SAE 
as a midterm or fi nal exam for 
a course.  Yet, others used SAE 
as extra credit as a means to help 
students improve their grades.

What factors limit SAE participa-
tion?

• Changing demographics and 
societal attitudes. Teachers are 
faced with a more diverse stu-
dent body (gender, ethnicity, 
socio-economic status, and aca-
demic ability to name a few). 
Importance of student work has 
changed from career exploration 
to necessity as a means to cover 
expenses like cell phone bills, au-
tomobile payments, gasoline, etc. 
Parental protectionism is also an 
issue because students haven’t 
had to face adversity or been al-
lowed to struggle with issues 
outside their control or manage 
stress and confl ict.

• Mechanics and structure of 
schools. Agriculture teachers 
have designed their curricu-
lum allowing for easy entry and 
exit resulting in fewer program 
completers and less continuity 
throughout the entire student’s 
high school experience, which 
infl uences SAE participation. 
The school day structure also 
impacts the continuity of SAE.  
Courses can be semester, quar-
ter, trimester or year-long and the 
school day can range from vari-
ous modifi ed block schedules to 
traditional seven-, eight-, or nine-
period days infl uencing how of-
ten agriculture teachers have 
contact with all students.

• Resource availability. For teach-
ers, travel funds, extended (sum-
mer) contracts, and discontinua-
tion of SAE visit periods limited 

the incorporation of SAE as does 
federal and state mandates (e.g., 
required improvement on reading 
or math scores).  Teaching upper-
level high school agriculture 
courses for college credit also 
limits SAE participation. Also 
according to agriculture teachers, 
students no longer have the phys-
ical and fi nancial resources of 
previous generations of students, 
which means students and teach-
ers need to be more creative and, 
because of increased enrollments 
and a more diverse student body, 
there is less time for individual-
ized SAE instruction. 

• Agricultural education system.  
The FFA award system and the 
approved SAEs for awards don’t 
fi t all of today’s students.  Also, 
SAE lacks an articulated purpose 
and list of expected outcomes re-
sulting in huge variability of SAE 
instruction from program to pro-
gram.

• Image. Although FFA and agri-
cultural classes are more glamor-
ous, SAE is the engine that makes 
agricultural education work. 
Teachers are viewed as agricul-
ture teachers and sometimes FFA 
teachers, but never SAE teachers. 
Students and stakeholders know 
very little about SAE and often 
hold to the traditional agricultur-
al education stereotypes of both 
production agriculture and voca-
tional agriculture. 

What can be done to improve SAE 
instruction?

• Redefi ne SAE for a broader stu-
dent body and educate stake-
holders to ensure clearer, more 
consistent messages and expecta-
tions.

• Develop a structure that works in 
a variety of school settings with a 

more diverse and non-traditional 
study body.

• SAE can’t be “one size fi ts all,” 
but the structure and purpose 
must be consistent throughout 
the state and nation.

• Increased focus on career explo-
ration and linkages among life 
experiences (including SAE), 
coursework, and what students 
really need to know.

• Communicate the value of this 
unique experiential learning pro-
gram.  SAE adds to the rigor and 
relevance of the student academ-
ic experience and is a program 
that parents and students should 
seek rather than resist. 

Not all of these fi nding are new, 
nor do they emerge as a surprise.  
Other researchers in agricultural edu-
cation have discovered similar fi nd-
ings.  What might be revealing about 
the fi ndings of this study is the fact 
that class enrollment continues to 
increase, the student body continues 
to become more diverse and the abil-
ity of teachers to offer individualized 
instruction in the form of SAE has 
become a major challenge (Retallick, 
2010). It is also becoming more evi-
dent that many agriculture teachers 
understand conceptually the value of 
SAE, but fi nd it diffi cult to implement 
in practice.  Teachers struggle to con-
sistently incorporate SAE into their 
programs and have little understand-
ing of the extent to which SAE should 
be incorporated into a comprehensive 
agricultural education program. 

These fi ndings also suggest that 
the focus of SAE is centered on the 
experience through record keeping, 
etc., and not as much on the learning 
(Retallick, 2010). If we still believe 
that SAE is a vital component of ag-
ricultural education, the profession 
must better outline its purpose and 
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communicate how to successfully im-
plement SAE given the issues teach-
ers face. Agriculture teachers should 
be encouraged to develop and share 
creative and innovative approaches 
that can be used in diverse settings.  
Such approaches could include inno-
vative entrepreneurial activities, ex-
ploratory programs, student-owned 
or -managed cooperatives, and short-
term, group-based projects. But, it is 
imperative that any changes to SAE 
mesh with the other two components 
of the agricultural education model.

And most importantly, if SAE is 
the experiential learning piece that 
extends the classroom by linking it 
to real-world settings, we must incor-
porate the experiential learning prin-
ciples that are espoused throughout 
the profession. A lot has been written 
about experiential learning in agri-
cultural education and conceptually 
many in the profession understand 
the experiential learning process, but 
a more concentrated effort is needed 
to incorporate these principles and 
make the SAE experience more edu-
cational. As Boone (2010) stated in 
his editorial of the SAE themed is-
sue of The Agricultural Education 
Magazine, SAE has evolved since its 
inception, but there is still a need for 
teachers to expand the use of expe-
riential learning component of SAE. 

The fundamental concepts of 
experiential learning are experience, 
refl ection (looking back and evalu-

ating) and transfer (using this new 
knowledge in the future). Agricul-
tural educators understand the expe-
rience part and do it very well given 
the context in which we teach.  How-
ever, the refl ection and transfer are 
more diffi cult to accomplish without 
some effort.  In formal, school-based 
agricultural education, we have the 
vehicles – one being SAE – to model 
the experiential learning process.  We 
just need an improved structure and 
process that fi ts the agriculture teach-
ers’ and students’ needs.
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Experience Programs in Agriscience Education: 
From Projects to SAEPs and Beyond

THEME ARTICLE

by R. Kirby Barrick and Christopher 
M. Estepp

Introduction

Prior to the adoption of the 
National Vocational Education 
Act (Smith-Hughes) in 1917, 

students (boys) studying agriculture 
(farming) in schools were involved 
in hands-on learning. Rufus Stimson 
had formulated a new way of teach-
ing agriculture, using what he termed 
the home project method (Moore, 
1988) in his school in Massachu-
setts. The subsequent Smith-Hughes 
Act specifi cally called for directed 
or supervised practice for students 
enrolled in the newly-established vo-
cational agriculture programs in the 
public high schools. Students were to 
be provided the opportunity for such 
experiences either on the home farm 
or by the school (Roberts & Harlin, 
2007).

Over the years, the concept has 
developed and the term to describe 
it has evolved. Students conducted 
supervised experiences (SOE) as 
part of their supervised occupational 
experience program (SOEP); even-
tually “occupational” was replaced 
by “agricultural.” SAE and SAEP 
continue to be the common terms 
(Camp, Clarke & Fallon, 2000). The 
Vocational Education Amendments 
of 1963 and 1968 broadened instruc-
tion in agriculture but the concept of 
hands-on experiences continued.

Camp et al. (2000) reported the 
results of a Delphi panel study about 
supervised agricultural experience. 
While several recommendations 
were posited, no offi cial action has 
been taken to adopt them.

The most recent national publica-
tion regarding SAE is Experiencing 
Agriculture: A Handbook on Super-
vised Agricultural Experience (Bar-
rick et al., 1992). Defi nitions, models 
and descriptions of various types of 
SAEs were distributed along with 
lesson plans for teachers to use in the 
classroom. 

The National Research Council 
study (NRC, 1988) promoted the new 
dual concept of instruction in agricul-
ture and instruction about agriculture. 
But with that differentiation in in-
structional programs, there was no in-
dication that SOEs [sic] should differ 
among students. Perhaps agriculture 
teachers have experienced diffi culty 
in identifying suitable opportunities 
for students studying about agricul-
ture as well as those students study-
ing in agriculture.

Renewed Effort

In March 2010, the National 
Council for Agricultural Education 
“created an Experiential Learning 
Planning Committee as part of the 
National Council for Agricultural 
Education . . . [to include a] report on 
the literature on experiential learning, 
[and] identify objectives” (unpub-
lished minutes, March 2010). That 
was translated to the following objec-
tives.

1. To bring all organizations togeth-
er to create a defi nition of experi-
ential learning.

2. To identify the educational merits 
of experiential learning.

3. To add SAE to the college-ready/
career-ready conversations.

4. To identify strategies that will 

help get SAE implemented by 
teachers.

5. To answer the question, “What 
does the construct of experiential 
leaning contribute to learning?”

6. To identify resources that exist to 
make SAE happen.

The renewed effort to address 
experiential learning in agriscience 
leads to two primary questions: (a) 
Are long-established assumptions 
about agricultural experience pro-
grams still valid? (b) What should be 
the new, innovative experience pro-
grams in agriscience education?

Principles and Assumptions About 
SAE

A comprehensive review of the 
literature has been conducted on two 
topics: experiential learning, and su-
pervised agricultural experiences. 
From that review a listing of the phil-
osophical and theoretical principles 
that are frequently used in the study 
of SAE has been established. The 
literature also reveals a set of com-
monly held assumptions about SAE. 
A report of the research that affi rms 
(or contradicts) those assumptions 
has been developed. 

Theory, Philosophy, Defi nitions 
and Assumptions

Various philosophical and theo-
retical concepts have been reported 
to be the foundation of SAE. In addi-
tion, the concept of experiential learn-
ing as developed from Dewey (1938) 
and expanded by Joplin (1981) and 
Kolb (1984) provide the background 
for a defi nition that pertains to SAE. 
Likewise, a defi nition of SAE and 
models of experiential learning and 
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SAE have been used for decades. The 
assumptions that support practice 
in supervised experience programs, 
based on the work of Jenkins (2008), 
include the following. SAE should:

1. be viewed as a program, not a 
project

2. be planned, with learning objec-
tives and agreements among par-
ties involved

3. require records/portfolio of expe-
riences that are kept by student 
and teacher and are part instruc-
tion and evaluation

4. show evidence of growth in size 
and scope

5. include evidence of skill/compe-
tency/knowledge/expertise de-
velopment

6. be related to state-approved agri-
cultural content standards

7. be a part of the curriculum, ex-
tending beyond classroom and 
laboratory instruction

8. be required of all students

9. include programs that differ be-
tween students studying in agri-
culture and those studying about 
agriculture

10. be taught by an instructor who 
is prepared for and supportive of 
experience programs

11. be approved by school adminis-
tration

12. be supported by program advi-
sory committee

13. be supervised year-round

14. ensure that parents are informed 
and supportive of student in-
volvement

15. require that students invest time, 
energy and/or money

16. provide for student recognition.

Future Plans

In addition to a report to The 
Council, the new thinking regard-
ing SAE will be part of the National 
Agricultural Education Summit in 
March 2011. In the interim, feed-
back from teachers, supervisors and 
teacher educators is welcome. Are 
the assumptions valid, and how does 
modern-day experiential learning in 
agriscience education address those 
assumptions?  Contact the committee 
chair (kbarrick@ufl .edu) with your 
comments, suggestions and experi-
ences.
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