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Introduction

Along with an aging producer population, the current gap in students pursuing
agricultural careers and experienced, upcoming leadership in agriculture is approaching a crisis
state. Between 2020-2025, an average of 59,400 positions are projected to open each year in the
food, agricultural, renewable natural resources, and environmental industries for college
graduates, which is a projected 2.6% increase in openings from the past five years (Fernandez et
al., 2020). However, there are estimated to be only 35,000 college graduates to fill the positions
(Fernandez et al., 2020). As job availability in the agricultural sector increases, the existing
shortage of workers will likely be enhanced. To address the shortage of workers, the researchers
involved in this study worked to examine how teachers of school-based agricultural education
(SBAE) programs perceive their students’ views on apprenticeships and careers in the
agricultural industry.

Theoretical Framework

Super’s (1990) self-concept theory defines the process of career choice and development
as the way the person’s self-concept is developed and implemented. Within the theory, self-
concept is the interaction among several factors, including physical and mental growth, personal
experiences, and environmental uniqueness and stimulation that influence career decision
making (Super, 1990). That is, self-perception plays a significant role in determining one’s
ability to make a satisfying vocational or career choice (Barrett & Tinsley, 1977). Theorists, such
as Super, have strongly argued for a focus and emphasis on self-concept when considering
determinants of vocational choice and adjustment (Barrett & Tinsley, 1977). In this study,
researchers used Super’s (1990) self-concept theory to better understand the factors that impact
students’ views on agriculture, agricultural careers, and apprenticeships. Through the proxy of
their teachers, the researchers examined how students perceive agricultural careers.

Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of agriculture teachers’
perspectives on students' career plans after high school. The following objectives guided our
study, 1) describe the perceptions held by agriculture teachers in Pennsylvania on their students’
views concerning agricultural careers, 2) identify which factors contribute most to students’
views on agriculture from the teachers’ perspective, and 3) identify teachers’ perceptions of
students’ views on apprenticeships in agriculture. These objectives align with AAAE Research
Priority 3, Question 3: “What methods, models, and practices are effective in recruiting
agricultural leadership, education, and communication practitioners (teachers, extension agents,
etc.) and supporting their success at all stages of their careers?” (Roberts et al., 2016).

Methodology
The selected population for this study consisted of all current agriculture teachers in
Pennsylvania (N = 255). Data collection procedures, including the sending of the prenotification,
the survey, and the survey reminders, were based on the recommendations of Dillman et al.
(2014) and yielded a response rate of 33% (n = 85). A Qualtrics® survey questionnaire was sent
via email to all current Pennsylvania agriculture teachers asking them to rate how their students
view agriculture, agricultural careers, and apprenticeships. The questionnaire was developed
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from a study by Smith (2010) that investigated students’ perceptions of agriculture and
agricultural careers and a study by Sims (2014) that investigated motivational factors
contributing to the choice to pursue an agriculturally related career. Validity of the survey
questionnaire was established by a panel of experts. Data collected were analyzed in SPSS
version 28. Descriptive statistics were used to report demographic data. Frequencies were used to
report all other data collected.

Results

Of the 85 participants, the majority of teachers described their school location as rural (n
=60, 70.6%) and reported to teach an animal science course (n = 66, 77.6%). The first objective
was to describe the perceptions held by agriculture teachers in Pennsylvania on their students’
views concerning agricultural careers. Findings show that most agriculture teachers perceived
that their students view careers in agriculture as viable career options (n = 55, 64.7%).
Additionally, most agriculture teachers perceived that their students view agriculture as a broad
career field (n = 65, 76.4%). However, over half of the agriculture teachers estimated that less
than 25% of their students are considering pursuing a career in agriculture (n = 45, 52.9%). The
second objective was to identify which factors contribute most to students’ views on agriculture
from the teachers’ perspective. Most agriculture teachers agreed income impacts their students’
decision to choose the field of agriculture (n = 64, 75.2%). The third objective was to identify
teachers’ perceptions of students’ views on apprenticeships in agriculture. Interestingly, the
majority of agriculture teachers agreed that apprenticeships would be beneficial to their students
(n =58, 68.3%) and that their students would pursue an apprenticeship in an agricultural field if
the opportunity was there (n = 69, 81.1%).

Conclusions and Recommendations

Findings are not generalizable beyond the sample of this study. However, this research is
an important step in understanding how agriculture teachers perceive their students’ views of
agricultural careers, as well as their career plans after high school. Results indicate that there is a
discrepancy between agriculture teachers’ perception that students believe a career in agriculture
is viable and agriculture teachers’ beliefs about their students’ intentions to pursue a career in
agriculture. Perhaps this discrepancy could be caused by students’ hesitation regarding the
profitability of agricultural careers. In a similar study that investigated high school students’
perceptions of agriculture and agricultural careers, almost a quarter of students attending schools
with agriculture programs in both urban and rural areas believed agriculture to be an unprofitable
field (Smith, 2010). According to Hoover and Houser (1991), students are less likely to pursue a
career in agriculture if they perceive it to be associated with manual labor, low salaries, unstable
job security, contingent upon weather conditions, and equivalent to farming. Further research is
needed to understand profitability as a barrier to pursuing a career in agriculture and explore the
disconnect between agriculture teachers’ apparent desire to place in apprenticeship style
opportunities and the lack of those opportunities present in current SBAE programs. Rubenstein
and Thoron (2015) reported teachers perceived lack of time, facilities, resources, motivation, and
communication between program partners as factors that generally hinder student participation in
supervised agricultural experience (SAE) programs. It is recommended that qualitative research
be conducted to understand the barriers that agriculture teachers face when implementing
apprenticeship style placements in their SAE programs.
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