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Introduction and Need

[bookmark: OLE_LINK44][bookmark: OLE_LINK46]The number of English Language Learners (ELLs) in American schools is increasing rapidly (Salem et al., 2023). Miller et al. (2025) highlighted the rapid enrollment of ELLs in U.S. schools and their unique instructional needs. This expansion has outpaced research exploring the connection between Latinx students and school-based agricultural education (SBAE) (Barajas et al., 2020). Janzen (2008) highlighted the scarcity of resources available to teachers for effective student translation, intensifying the challenge of providing quality instruction. Less than a third of classroom instructors feel prepared to teach ELL students (Barajas et al., 2020; Echevarria et al., 2006; Short, 2013). Limited resources, translation services, and insufficient teacher training (Clemons et al., 2018) contribute to the underrepresentation of Latinx students in SBAE programs (Barajas et al., 2020; McKibben et al., 2021) and negatively impact graduation rates (Sólorzano et al., 2005). Language obstacles and the absence of readily available translation services create significant hurdles for school systems and SBAE teachers. These shortcomings frequently result in a struggle to implement an "equal for all" (Elliot & Lambert, 2018, p. 209) approach that adequately addresses language, student backgrounds, and cultural sensitivities. Driven by necessity, Albertville, Alabama Middle School has implemented forward-thinking, culturally relevant solutions to serve its ELL students and current and prospective FFA members better in support of the development of trust in social structures during an extended time frame of familiarity (McKibben et al. 2025). Recognizing that potential ELL FFA members could not fully engage in chapter meetings and opportunities within their middle school program, local FFA chapter officers, in collaboration with their advisor, designed a program that leverages the abilities of existing FFA members as translators, effectively helping to guide their practice of improving life for all students (Lindner et al., 2020). This initiative aims to foster a more welcoming and inviting setting for ELL members and was introduced during the 2024 National FFA Week. 

How It Works

During National FFA Week, seventh-grade students at Albertville, a significant portion of whom (56.4%) are English language learners (National Center for Educational Statistics, n.d), were introduced to middle school FFA and agricultural education programs. To ensure that all students felt welcome and included, the chapter advisor and middle school FFA chapter officers collaborated to create a fully accessible recruitment presentation. Previously, prospective ELL FFA members often struggled to engage with the material and fully grasp the available opportunities, mainly due to language barriers. To address this, the chapter advisor identified and enlisted three current FFA members proficient in Spanish to create a student-led, community-focused strategy for incorporating Spanish into the seventh-grade recruitment event. These Spanish-speaking FFA members played a key role in the development process, reviewing and refining the student-created presentation to ensure cultural sensitivity, appropriate language use, inclusivity, and a plan for answering potential member questions during the presentation. A pilot presentation was delivered to bilingual students (fluent in Spanish and English), whose responses and feedback were collected. Following this trial run, bilingual students analyzed the feedback and translated the original English-only presentation into Spanish. Three Spanish-speaking members delivered the recruitment presentation entirely in Spanish. Following the presentation, students who spoke only English could communicate more effectively with the ELL students through the bilingual middle school FFA members. These students acted as liaisons, bridging the communication gap that had previously hindered questions and discussions. They translated inquiries, shared their experiences, and highlighted the advantages of FFA membership, all while minimizing the risk of miscommunication or cultural misunderstandings.

Results to Date

A student translator observed that ELL students "had the chance to be in a class that embraces them as they are, regardless of their English language proficiency." Bilingual middle school FFA members at Albertville pinpointed obstacles that prevented involvement for all agricultural education students and potential FFA members. This initiative increased Latinx students' interest in agriculture and FFA as they transitioned to ninth grade. These students expressed feelings of inclusion and welcome, which, in turn, encouraged them to enroll in secondary SBAE and FFA programs. Without these ELL peer insights into existing barriers, prospective students and members might have remained unaware of future opportunities. When students providing translation services were asked to reflect on the program, another student emphasized the need for a dual language program within their FFA chapter. Their personal experiences as ELL students fueled their motivation. "Growing up and still learning English," she explained, "I felt excluded because my English wasn't as strong as the other students'." She added, "I saw other students participating in FFA [CDE/LDE] activities, but I couldn't because I didn't understand what they were doing." This program has effectively built linguistic and cultural bridges connecting ELL students with English-based instruction. The student believes the translation program has empowered their peers to become involved and feel a sense of belonging. This favorable language and culture exchange resulted in four (f = 4) ELL participants being elected to chapter officer positions. These students cited the translation program as the catalyst for increased involvement in FFA. 

Future Plans

Further research into the ELL platform's effectiveness within SBAE such as its impact on academic achievement (how it influences ELL students' understanding of agricultural concepts and course performance), long-term engagement (whether it leads to sustained involvement in FFA and agricultural activities), transferability (its adaptability to other schools and ELL populations), refinement of translation strategies (improving training and support for student translators), assessment of cultural sensitivity (ensuring all students feel respected and included), and expansion of language support (adding other languages as needed). Presenting the results to Alabama legislators during the 2025 legislative session will inform discussions about statewide funding for translation services, potentially broadening access for ELL students. Sharing these successes through publications, conferences, and other professional avenues will inspire and guide other educators seeking to serve their ELL students better.

Cost(s)
The students and advisor estimated this initiative consisted of 45 hours of development and revision. No additional direct monetary costs were associated with this program. 
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