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A Qualitative Examination of Success Factors for Tenure-Track 
Women Faculty in Agricultural Education

Introduction and Theoretical Framework

With the growing need for agricultural institutions to provide solutions to global concerns, environmental issues, food security and sustainable agriculture, competent individuals are needed to lead in excellence and innovation. With a reported 45% female participation in FFA chapters studied (Lawrence, Rayfield, Moore, & Outley, 2013), and a reported 57.2% female enrollment in undergraduate studies in a College of Agriculture at a large land grant institution ([University], 2014), it is critical that woman faculty role models exist. Priority One of the National Research Agenda for Agricultural Education (Doerfert, 2011) calls for the preparation of a scientific and professional workforce that addresses the challenges of the 21st century.  In order to prepare this workforce, diverse faculty in departments of higher education, including women, must be retained. There is a need to understand what leads to the success of women in academic leadership positions in nontraditional career fields such as agricultural education through a reflection on the influences and experiences of women who have succeeded.  

The role of gender in determining success in the workplace has been studied from many perspectives. The journey that women take to achieve career success is different than men due to many factors (Nicholson & West, 1988). Melamed (1996) reports that in order for women to progress to higher levels they have to rely on their merits and show that they have the required skills, abilities and qualifications to be successful at their job. Similarly, the factors of education level and work experience are more likely to benefit women in enhancing their credibility and credentials than men. This is also articulated within the secondary agricultural education environment in which female agriculture educators reported having to “prove their ability” (p. 17), deal with stereotyping, and handle the high stress environment (Baxter, Stephens, & Thayer-Bacon, 2011). Regarding individuals working in tenure-track careers in academia, it has been shown that men have historically been more successful than women in terms of salary, promotion, and prestige of the particular institution employing them (Manchester, Leslie, & Kramer, 2010). Influences that lead to success for women seeking leadership roles in academia include excellent mentoring and spousal support (Kleihauer, Stephens & Hart, 2012).  However, job tenure is the most basic indicator of job satisfaction because it represents the state in which both the individual and the work environment find each other to be acceptable and thus “fit”; the Theory of Work Adjustment (TWA) suggests a relationship between person-environment fit, job satisfaction, and tenure (Bretz & Judge, 1994; Dawis & Lofquist, 1984).

Purpose and Methodology

The purpose of this qualitative study was to document success strategies of women agricultural education faculty in order to aid agricultural education tenure-track women faculty in advancing their careers and contributing to the field. Six women faculty were chosen to participate in a presentation series in which they shared key strategies to success.  These individuals were selected because they are female leaders in higher education in the area of agricultural education. Permission was received to record the presentations and utilize the information in the study. Data was coded to maintain confidentiality and an audit trail (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993) was maintained to ensure trustworthiness and credibility. Document analysis of the archival data collected during the presentations was conducted and categories emerged through the constant-comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1999).  Development of categories and topics allowed a descriptive picture to form. Institutional Review Board approval was received to conduct the study.

Results and Conclusions

Three prominent themes emerged from the data that indicated actions within the participants’ control. Building upon the three academic pillars of research, teaching, and service, these topics were: a) Workplace Awareness and Expectations, b) Proactive Strategies to Facilitate Success, and c) Critical Internal Actions.  Workplace Awareness and Expectations describes actions that help the participants succeed within individual workplaces. These actions include understanding specific expectations of the workplace, knowing workplace culture/office politics, and serving on committees. The second topic, Proactive Strategies to Facilitate Success, addresses actions that require key initiative in order to achieve success in the workplace. These actions include gathering feedback, collaborating with others professionally, joining professional associations, and finding a mentor. Lastly, Critical Internal Actions focused on actions that help you improve and better conduct yourself in the workplace. These actions include possessing integrity, maintaining professional attire and presentation, developing communication skills, and incorporating unique passions into research inquiries. Two overarching categories were determined as having a broad impact on success. The first category, “Change is Inevitable, Reflect and Prepare,” related to responses that address the appropriate reactions to change within the workplace. The second category, “Time Management,” was formed from data responses that address the necessary reactions to work schedules such as creating balance with work requirements and addressing the need for personal time for the sake of increasing creativity and productivity in the workplace. 

Based on findings, it was concluded that individuals can proactively control their success in their careers through actions outlined in the data or reactively respond to situations outside of their control.  These findings are consistent with research studies related to what women must do to achieve advancement within their careers (Kleihauer et al., 2012; Melamed, 1996).  

Implications and Recommendations

[bookmark: _GoBack]Given the female enrollment in both secondary (Lawrence et al., 2013) and post-secondary ([University], 2014) agricultural education, it is critical that women faculty in higher education emerge as role models for these students. Success strategies shared revealed realistic and practical advice that could benefit the profession of agricultural education by retaining faculty who can provide excellence and consistency in building a scientific and professional workforce (Doerfert, 2011).  While these strategies were intended to target a specific group, it is believed that they are appropriate for all tenure-track faculty as they are adaptable and articulate clear advice for advancing in one’s career.  It is recommended that this information be shared broadly with faculty in agricultural education and case studies be conducted to document successful implementation of these strategies to provide a clear picture of implementation.  It is believed that knowing a strategy is much different than implementing one.
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