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Introduction

Since the creation of the National FFA Organization in 1928, the organization has
become more inclusive over the course of its existence, allowing membership to people of color
and women. As the organization has developed, conversations regarding agricultural education
have increasingly shifted to focus on the topics of diversity, equity, and inclusion in the years
since (Elliot & Lambert, 2018; LaVergne et al., 2012; Vincent et al., 2015). In a 2013 study that
assessed FFA chapter demographics in relation to schools and communities, the primary
membership demographics across chapters were found to be 55% male, 45% female, 80%
reported as white, 19% as other ethnicities. This led to the conclusion that as diversity has
increased in schools, that diversity has not been reflected in agricultural education programs,
(Lawrence et al., 2013). As agricultural education programs continue to be established in more
diverse urban areas, more research must be done to explore how agriculture teachers and
programs can overcome barriers to student participation (Martin & Kitchel, 2014). The purpose
of this study is to investigate how minority members feel about their sense of belonging during
their involvement in the Florida FFA association.

Theoretical Framework

The primary epistemology for this study is based on social constructivism. Social
constructivism was originally developed by psychologist Lev Vygotsky, who argued that
cognitive functions originate from social interactions and highlighted the importance of the
relationships between individuals in forming knowledge (Vygotsky, 1978). Social
constructivism outlines that knowledge is the result of active cognizing by individuals; cognition
is an adaptive process; cognition organizes and makes sense of an individual’s experiences; and
that knowledge roots back to biological construction, and social, cultural, and language-based
interactions (Doolittle & Camp, 1999). To understand how individuals form knowledge and
learn, it is vital to understand the influence of social interaction (Doolittle & Camp, 1999; Young
& Collin, 2004). In an educational context, social constructivism can guide thought on how
educators’ social experiences impact the treatment of students with different backgrounds and
experiences (Smagorinsky, 2007). Because thinking is social in origin, individuals often assume
that their own knowledge is the accepted norm (Smagorinsky, 2007). Social constructivism
accounts for the ways that power, economics, politics, and social factors impact how people
build knowledge and learn about the world (Yilmaz, 2008).

Methodology

The methodology for this study utilizes a qualitative multiple case study approach (Yin,
2014). Each participant was treated as a single case and cross-case analysis was utilized with all
the cases. The 5 participants (n=5) were recruited through snowball sampling through email and
in-person. The participant sample is minorities who have been a member of Florida FFA. For the
purpose of this study, minorities are defined as individuals of non-European descent and who do
not identify as white. Interviews followed a semi-structured interview guide instrument
(Longhurst, 2003) and lasted about 120 minutes. One participant interview was conducted in-
person and 4 were conducted online with video conferencing. Participants were asked to create
or supply artifacts (drawings, word clouds, photos, and cartoons/memes) with the interview, but
not all artifacts were received. Data was analyzed using constant comparative data analysis and
coding was based on the four factors outlined in social constructivism: power, economics,
politics, and social factors. Field notes were taken during each interview and the researcher kept
a reflective journal after each interview.
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Results

Findings were organized into four central themes: power, economics, politics, and social
factors. The interview responses outlined how the leadership presence held by the state, in the
form of state officers and state staff, influenced the perceived power dynamic in the state
association. Economics seems to largely impact what participants felt the targeted image of FFA
to be, this included how participants felt the “ideal FFA member” looked and acted like. Several
artifacts were collected to illustrate this image. Several participants also mentioned the impact
that socioeconomic status had on their ability to assimilate and feel a sense of belonging to other
members. The influence internal politics had within the Florida FFA Association were also seen
in the interviews. Some participants mentioned the impact their advisor’s political views
regarding the FFA had on them as members. One participant notably discussed an experience at
FFA State Convention, and how conventional political figures lessoned his feelings of belonging
because of the conservative viewpoints. Lastly, all participants discussed several social factors
that led to their involvement and feelings of belonging — or lack thereof. A lack of adequate
representation, presence of cliques between members, encountering insidious discrimination,
cultural differences, and sense of local community were all prominent social factors.

Conclusions

Overall, the primary conclusion is a need for action by the Florida FFA Association
regarding diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives. All participants in this study recounted
experiences of insidious discrimination. This discrimination must be addressed in order to
increase diverse student membership’s feeling of belonging and to increase involvement. In
order to combat the negative impacts of these microaggressions, which include a drop in
participation, it is recommended to reframe education to include deeper cultural reflection,
prepare educators to respond appropriately to microaggressions, and acknowledge individual
biases that educators and students have. The image of Florida FFA also needs to be more
reflective of its membership to increase diverse membership. Perceiving connection and feeling
a sense of belonging to a group is largely intertwined with social identity (Ashford & Mael,
1989). This leads to the conclusion that more diverse representation is required for students to
feel more welcome (Lawson et al., 2021).

Recommendations

The Florida FFA Association can act by creating opportunities for members to explore
their identities, revisiting leadership trainings and materials with a critical lens, and increasing
transparency and communication regarding actions taken by the board of directors. The
researchers of this study recommend that teacher preparation programs work to address concepts
surrounding racism, microaggressions, imagery in classrooms, proper verbiage and language,
and integrating culture in curriculum. Students should be encouraged to express themselves
openly through clothing, music, and hairstyles. More diverse representation is needed in Florida
FFA. Images and examples of achievements made by people of color should be shared in
curriculum, marketing, and decorations. Speakers from various backgrounds should also be
invited to participate at state events and activities. Participants also made explicit
recommendations to the researchers which included: providing materials in multiple languages;
increasing diversity-based education regarding the agricultural industry; having Florida FFA
take a firm stance on the importance of diversity, equity, and inclusion; creating consequences
for discriminatory behavior; and the creation of a state staff position that specializes in diversity,
equity, and inclusion.
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