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Urban FFA Members’ Sense of FFA’s Organizational Culture 

	The FFA wants to create a more inclusive organization and engage underrepresented students (FFA, 2013) including urban students (Lawrence, Rayfield, Moore, & Outley, 2013).  One challenge for FFA may lie in changing those students’ perceptions of the FFA (Jones & Brown, 1998; LaVergne, Jones, Larke, & Elbert, 2012; Roberts, Hall, Gill, Shinn, Larke, & Jaure, 2009).  For instance, a case of study of ten schools with over 300 FFA and non-FFA members revealed non-FFA members often refer to FFA members as hicks, hillbillies, and farmers (Phelps, Henry, & Bird, 2012).  These perceptions of FFA and FFA members create challenges for recruiting diverse students.  If a student cannot identify with an organization, then they might not be inclined to join or participate (Larson, 1994).  Thus, the problem may lie with urban FFA members not identifying with the FFA culture. 

This abstract will describe how urban FFA members develop their perceptions about FFA culture at the National FFA Convention.  For example, the national FFA Career Expo offers members the chance to interact and explore FFA’s organizational culture.  Studying how urban members react to the booths, exhibitors, and other FFA members can help FFA advisers and state leaders conceptualize and develop urban FFA chapters.  Envisioning and designing FFA chapters around the needs of urban members can ensure that urban FFA members reap the same benefits of membership as rural members and allow FFA organizations to benefit from the influence of urban members.  Thus, the purpose of this case study was to explore how urban FFA members experienced the organizational culture of the FFA while attending an FFA Career Expo at the National FFA Convention.  

Conceptual Framework

	Organizations possess a culture of shared principles that serve to guide its members’ practices (Ott, 1989).  A well-developed organizational culture can provide stability and purpose (Schein, 2010).  The FFA members in this study experienced the organizational culture of the FFA while at the National FFA Convention. They took part in a variety of different events at the convention, including the Career Expo.  The Career Expo was multi-faceted e1vent which where members visit booths and exhibits as well as interact with of other FFA members from across the nation.  The urban members saw, heard, and participated in activities during the Career Expo that typified the FFA’s organizational culture.  

Methodology
	This abstract was part of a larger case study involving urban FFA members’ experiences during the entire National FFA Convention.  This single-case study design examined how the organizational culture influenced urban FFA members (Yin, 2009), specifically the FFA members of Belmont High School, which is set in the center of the metropolitan area of over 2.5 million residents.  The school had approximately 60 agriculture students and two agriculture teachers with their own curriculum pathways: veterinary science and horticulture.  Seventeen FFA members from Belmont attended the convention and fifteen of those members were part of this study.  This group included ten Caucasian, four African-American, and one Hispanic member.  These members were the most active from the chapter; however, the chapter did relatively few FFA activities, so the students were generally unexposed to the culture of the FFA.  Data sets included three researcher’s observations and five focus groups during the convention.  We followed the ladder of analytical abstraction design for data analysis (Carney, 1990).  
Findings

	The data revealed some important themes about urban members' experiences at the Career Expo.  The members cited a heightened sense of cultural awareness while walking around the Career Expo.  One member said, “As soon as you talk to somebody from somewhere else, you catch on the accent and it’s awesome.”   The awareness was typically just curiosity about people from different places; however, the members did spend time explaining and unpacking their own culture during the focus groups.  A member reported, “You’re like oh yeah and ya’ll [southern twang] and all of that.  We cut our words up and they are just slang [urban twang].”   
	The members drew links between their urban accent and culture with the accents and cultures of the predominantly rural white members walking around the Career Expo.  For example, one member stated, “I see chickens in the city all time.  People have them in their backyards…. there were things that can be taken back to the urban lifestyle”  Despite some members feeling uncomfortable talking to people who seemed rural, most expressed an interest in learning more about the life and activities of their rural counterparts.  A member related, “Since I live in the city, I want to know how to grow my own plants in my backyard and learn different strategies of how to grow [food] and help the hungry.”  Ultimately, the Belmont FFA members felt like they could identify with what they experienced at the Career Expo. 
Conclusions

The Belmont FFA members identified the artifacts at the Career Expo as mostly rural in nature; yet, they did not become alienated from the lack of urban agriculture artifacts.  The ruralness of the event created a sense of curiosity, nervousness, and wanting among the members.  Many were curious about the rural FFA members.  They were interested in the different accents and the occasional stories about country life.  Some of the Belmont FFA members wanted to learn more about rural life, even requesting more instruction in traditional agriculture topics.  They did not talk about negative stereotypes of the FFA or agriculture.  
Implications and Recommendations

The members of Belmont FFA did not generally perceive their experiences at the Career Expo as a barrier to their involvement in the FFA, countering findings from studies on youth organizations which suggested the urban members would not connect with the ruralness of the FFA (Borden, Perkins, Villarruel, & Stone, 2005; Harvard Research Project, 2004; Herrera & Arbreton, 2003).  The ability of these FFA members to look beyond the rural FFA artifacts and identify with FFA demonstrated the inclusive potential of the FFA’s organizational culture (Schein, 2010).  Nonetheless, we recommend the FFA incorporate more urban agriculture topics at Career Expo to help ensure urban members find a cultural connection.  If the experiences of the Belmont FFA members are transferable to other urban FFA chapters, then the National FFA Organization can reach out to more diverse audiences (FFA, 2013).           
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