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Introduction and Conceptual Framework
	The three-component model has been a cornerstone of agricultural education since its development (Croom, 2008). The model illustrates the three components of agricultural education —formal instruction, supervised agricultural experience (SAE), and FFA — in an overlapping Venn diagram (Croom, 2008). While the concepts integrated into the model were developed over time, the first use of this model was in the 1975 FFA Advisor’s Handbook. (Croom, 2008; National FFA Organization, 1975). The three-component model of agricultural education served as the conceptual framework for this study (see Figure 1).

Figure 1

Three-Component Model of Agricultural Education
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Note. Image Developed by the National Association of Agricultural Educators (NAAE, 2025).

The formal instruction component of the model is often associated with the passage of the Smith-Hughes Act of 1917 (Herren, 1986). While formal secondary agricultural education existed in the U.S. before 1917, the passage of the Smith-Hughes Act established federal funding to support agricultural instruction in secondary schools (Herren, 1986). The SAE component of the model serves as an experiential work-based learning (WBL) tool for agricultural education students (Roberts, 2006; Roberts & Harlin, 2007). Nationally, SAEs generated $1.6 billion in economic impact in 2022 (Norris et al., 2025a), helping students learn financial literacy, develop employability skills, and learn agricultural content (Plasman & Thompson, 2023; Ramsey & Edwards, 2011; Talbert et al., 2005). The concept of SAE, called a ‘home project’ at the time, was developed by Rufus Stimson (Moore, 1988). In 1919, Stimson would later publish a book entitled Vocational Agricultural Education by Home Project, describing his novel method of teaching agriculture (Stimson, 1919). Furthermore, the Smith-Hughes Act adopted Stimson’s ideals and required a ‘home project’ (Moore, 1988). The legislation stated “education in agriculture of less than college grade” should require a “…directed or supervised practice in agriculture, either on a farm provided by the school or other farm, for at least six months per year” (National Vocational Education Act, 1917, p. 934). This early commitment to experiential instruction has remained foundational to agricultural education (Roberts, 2006; Roberts & Harlin, 2007). The third component of the model is FFA, an agricultural youth leadership organization (Croom, 2008) that formally began in 1928 and has grown to over 1 million members in its 95+ year history (National FFA Organization, 2024). The FFA organization develops students’ skills in leadership (Rosch et al., 2025), cultivates their sense of belonging in secondary education (Rose et al., 2016), increases graduation rates (McKim et al., 2018), and improves academic performance (Chiasson & Burnett, 2001; Nolin & Parr, 2013; Theriot & Kotrlik, 2009).

Croom (2008) suggested that if one component of agricultural education is missing, the effectiveness of the remaining pieces is significantly reduced. The introduction of FFA affiliation and ‘SAE for All’ are significant efforts to decrease barriers to participation (Rada et al., 2025). The FFA affiliation program enables chapters to pay a flat membership fee for all students enrolled in agricultural education, rather than collecting individual FFA dues (Rada et al., 2025). The ‘SAE for All’ model, developed by the National Council for Agricultural Education (NCAE), encourages teachers to engage all students in SAE and provides a framework for students to develop a foundational SAE, onboarding them into the concept of SAE and WBL (NCAE, 2024). While these efforts reduce barriers to accessing agricultural education, they also come with significant challenges, including additional financial costs, teacher time constraints, and student buy-in issues (Ford & Lambert, 2025; Rada et al., 2025). While these initiatives have great potential to increase participation in all three components of agricultural education and demonstrate the profession's commitment to removing barriers, it is crucial to understand how well the profession currently engages students in these areas.

Purpose and Objectives
	The purpose of this study was to describe student engagement in each of the three areas of agricultural education. The following research objective guided the study:

1.) Describe student engagement in each component of agricultural education.

Methods
Population
The population for this study consisted of agricultural education programs in nine purposively selected states, which were chosen due to their utilization of the Agricultural Experience Tracker (AET) software, with all states having 90% or more of their programs using the AET for record-keeping. This dataset represented 1,245 agricultural education programs and 230,228 students in nine states: California, Colorado, Connecticut, Idaho, Nebraska, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, and Wyoming. Nationally, over 78% of agricultural education programs utilize this software for SAE recordkeeping and/or FFA/SAE awards (Hanagriff, 2024).

Data Collection and Analysis
	The AET software enables agricultural education students and teachers to maintain detailed financial records of their SAE projects, FFA engagement, community service hours, and other relevant activities. To collect the data for this study, we utilized FFA engagement records, SAE financial data, and course enrollment data reported by agricultural education teachers and students to estimate student engagement in each area of agricultural education.

	The research objective for this study was analyzed using FFA and SAE records that teachers and students reported during the 2023 calendar year in the AET. We used enrollment in an agricultural education course as the threshold for inclusion in this study. Therefore, all students in the study were enrolled in an agricultural education course, and we assume they are engaged in quality agricultural instruction as a result. To define FFA engagement, we based our percentages on the proportion of students who participated in at least two FFA activities at any level in those twelve months. We defined SAE engagement percentages as the ratio of students who participated in at least 50 hours of SAE activity during the 2023 calendar year. These definitions were used as thresholds to determine the quantity of students engaged in each component of agricultural education.

Limitations 
	While this study is robust, it has some limitations that affect its impact. It is possible that many students were engaged in FFA and SAE activities and did not report their level of involvement in AET. A student, in this case, would not be counted as “engaged in FFA” for this study but would have met the threshold. We reduced the risk of this issue by limiting the analysis to states that utilize the AET extensively.

Results
	The research objective of this study aimed to describe the engagement of agricultural education students in nine states. The results revealed that approximately 24.47% of students enrolled in SBAE courses participated in an SAE with 50 or more hours of engagement during the 2023 calendar year (see Figure 2). Furthermore, 37.54% of students participated in at least two FFA activities at the local level or above during the 2023 calendar year (see Figure 2).

Figure 2

Percentage of Students Engaged in SAE and FFA in the Average SBAE Program
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Note. All students were enrolled in an agricultural education course.
Additionally, the results suggested that the average student was engaged in approximately 3.94 FFA activities in 2023. Additionally, 25.90% of FFA members participated in community service activities, with the average FFA member recording 3.10 hours of service during the calendar year. The results also suggested that approximately 5.34% of members attended at least one FFA leadership conference and that 8.53% of members had a FFA award application, including a State/American degree, proficiency award, agriscience fair, etc. (see Table 1).

Table 1

Description of FFA Engagement
	FFA Engagement Metrics
	Quantity

	Average Number of FFA Activities per Member (Any Level)
	 3.94

	% of Members Engaged in at Least One Community Service Activity
	25.90%

	Average Number of Community Service Hours per Member
	 3.10

	% of Members who Attended at Least One FFA Leadership Conference
	5.34%

	% of Students with a FFA Award Application (i.e., State Degree, Proficiency Award, Agriscience fair, etc.)
	8.53%


Note. FFA engagement metrics based on the 2023 calendar year.

Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations
The three-component model has been a cornerstone of depicting the mission of agricultural education (Croom, 2008). This model illustrates the three components of agricultural education— classroom instruction, FFA, and SAE—and their significance to the profession (Croom, 2008). The FFA organization provides leadership development for its members, and SAE allows students to explore careers and advance their employability skills. While FFA/SAE are considered integral parts of agricultural education (Croom, 2008) and have shown to have a significant impact on student success (Ahrens et al., 2015; McKim et al., 2018; Rosch et al., 2015; Rose et al., 2016), the results of this study suggested that only 24.47% of students participated in an SAE with 50 or more hours of engagement and 37.54% participated in at least two FFA activities. This lack of engagement from agricultural education students is concerning for the profession.

The FFA has proven successful in instilling leadership skills in students that can benefit them long after their experience with the organization (Ahrens et al., 2015; Rosch et al., 2015; Rose et al., 2016). Ahrens et al. (2015) found that students who participated in an FFA leadership conference developed a wide range of skills, including respecting others, demonstrating good manners, and learning to work effectively in a team. Rose et al. (2016) determined that students feel FFA substantially improved their high school experience, helped them develop leadership skills, attain knowledge about the agricultural industry, and build self-esteem/self-actualization. With only 37.54% of students engaged in at least two FFA activities, the organization's impact is limited to a select group of students, while many others who could benefit are not taking the opportunity. While there are numerous reasons why a student may choose to enroll in an agricultural education course but not participate in FFA, the profession is shifting toward a model that removes FFA membership dues as a barrier to participation. The FFA affiliation model allows chapters to pay a flat membership fee based on their enrollment, allowing every student enrolled in an agricultural education course to be an FFA member (Rada et al., 2025). Sheehan and Moore (2019) determined that the majority of the growth the FFA organization experienced in the early part of the 21st century stemmed from the FFA affiliation model, and that over half of FFA members participate under this model. Rada et al. (2025) found that while removing membership fees eliminates a barrier to participation, it comes with numerous challenges, such as increased teacher stress, long-term financial obligations to the chapter, and a lack of student buy-in. Sheehan et al. (2023) note that as FFA moves towards its goal of 100% membership by 2028, these challenges will become a reality for agricultural education nationally. The FFA affiliation model presents complex systemic challenges to the profession; however, it could potentially increase FFA participation, which is necessary based on the results of this study.

The SAE project has also been a primary foundation of agricultural education since its inception (Roberts, 2006; Roberts & Harlin, 2007), but this study determined that only 24.47% of students participated in an SAE project with 50 or more hours of engagement in 2023. Norris et al. (2025b) estimated that 52.3% of students nationally had an SAE, a long way from the intent of the Smith-Hughes Act of 1917, which required all students to have an agricultural project (Dyer & Osbourne, 1995). The historical decline of SAE is often attributed to the passage of the National Vocational Education Act of 1963, which raised professional concerns throughout the 20th century (National Vocational Education Act, 1963). While there are many reasons for the decline in SAE implementation over time, a lack of educator knowledge and skills is a significant factor (Doss & Rayfield, 2019; Rank & Retallick, 2017). This lack of SAE engagement among students enrolled in agricultural education courses is concerning, given the skills they develop through participating in SAE and WBL (Haddad & Marx, 2018; Plasman & Thompson, 2023). Plasman and Thompson (2023) suggested that students who participated in WBL experiences during high school develop critical employability skills, improve their college and career readiness, and have a higher early-career income. Haddad and Marx (2018) found that students engaged in SAE projects developed skills such as decision-making, critical thinking, and financial management. In 2015, the National Council for Agricultural Education (NCAE) developed the ‘SAE for All’ model to help increase SAE participation (NCAE, 2024). This model revolutionized the concept of SAE and provides an actionable guide for educators to increase engagement (Ford & Lambert, 2025). Rada et al. (2025) found that the ‘SAE for All’ model increases participation but can also create challenges, such as increased teacher workload. This increase in participation could be positive for the profession, considering SAE generates approximately $1.6 billion in economic impact nationwide (Norris et al., 2025a).

Agricultural education has a significant benefit to its students’ long-term success, with many having higher graduation rates from high school and earning more personal income than their peers who were not engaged in SBAE (McKim et al., 2017). To ensure that agricultural education students have maximum access to these long-term benefits, they must be engaged in all components of SBAE (Croom, 2008). We recommend that educators implement FFA affiliation and the ‘SAE for All’ model to engage more students in these components of agricultural education. As challenges from implementing these models are overcome, communicating effective implementation best practices could be beneficial to teachers with less experience with these models. We also recommend evaluating the impact of the FFA affiliation and ‘SAE for All’ models to determine if they successfully increase participation. Furthermore, conducting quantitative and qualitative research to identify specific strategies for engaging a larger audience in FFA and SAE could benefit the profession.
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