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Introduction and Theoretical Framework
Agricultural education has long been a cornerstone of Career and Technical Education (CTE), promoting knowledge of the agricultural industry (Kovar & Ball, 2013), critical leadership skills (Ahrens et al., 2015; Rosch et al., 2015), and workforce readiness skills (Norris et al., 2023). Despite its established value, agricultural education often faces challenges in school districts where administrative understanding and support may be limited (Young, 2023). Norris et al. (2024) found that superintendents have varying perceptions regarding the duties of an agricultural educator, some even having legal ramifications. The administrators of school districts play a pivotal role in the success of agricultural education programs, as their perceptions and understanding of agricultural education can either strengthen or limit program development (Young, 2023). Furthermore, many administrators have limited to no background in teaching, and many districts opt to hire leaders with a business background (Novak, 2012). This lack of experience in education can lead to miscommunication between teachers and administrators, resulting in further animosity (Novak, 2012), particularly in specialized teaching roles, such as agricultural education. 

This study aimed to gain a deeper understanding of the perceptions of rural district administrators regarding agricultural education. As such, we used the educational leadership and stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984) to frame this study. When applied to this study, we aimed to determine how rural-district administrators perceive agricultural education and how their awareness can be enhanced to facilitate greater program support. The study also aligned with Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy theory, suggesting that administrators who feel more confident in their understanding of agricultural education are more likely to advocate for and support these programs.

Purpose and Objectives
The primary purpose of this study was to describe rural-district administrators' perceptions of agricultural education programs and how these perceptions impact program support. One primary objective guided the study:

1. Describe rural-district administrators' strengths, challenges, and awareness regarding agricultural education programs.

Methodology
We employed a phenomenological case study approach (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) to evaluate the lived experiences of rural district administrators regarding agricultural education. We conducted one-hour semi-structured Zoom interviews with 10 rural district administrators to achieve the research objective. We selected a phenomenological case study approach due to the niche nature of the population, which yielded a better understanding of the participants' knowledge and perceptions regarding school-based agricultural education (SBAE). The questions asked in the semi-structured interviews are in Table 1.

Table 1

Semi-Structured Interview Questions
	Question #1- Can you describe your overall perception of the agricultural education program in your district?

	Question #2- What do you believe are the primary benefits of having an agricultural education program in your district?

	Question #3- In what ways do you think agricultural education impacts students’ personal and academic development?

	Question #4- Can you share any specific experiences you have had with the agricultural education program or FFA advisors in your district?

	Question #5- How do you feel the agricultural education program aligns with the district's broader educational goals? 

	Question #6- What are some of the challenges or barriers you perceive facing agricultural education programs in your district?

	Question #7- How do you engage with or support the agricultural education teachers and FFA advisors in your district? 

	Question #8- What changes or improvements would you suggest to better support agricultural education teachers in your district?

	Question #9- How do you perceive the level of community support and involvement in the agricultural education program?

	Question #10- Can you provide an example of a time when the agricultural education program made a significant impact in your district?

	Question #11- What professional development opportunities do you think are most needed for agricultural education teachers? 

	Question #12- How do you think the agricultural education program could be better integrated with other academic subjects?

	Question #13- In your opinion, what role should agricultural education play in preparing students for their future careers? 

	Question #14- What do you believe is the most significant contribution that FFA makes to students’ education and development?

	Question #15- Is there anything else you would like to share about your experiences with or views on agricultural education in your district? 



The study's population (N = 10) consisted of rural district administrators in New Mexico. We employed purposive and snowball sampling to identify participants, with our professional connections facilitating the initial contact. The majority of participants were either Hispanic or white administrators with 13+ years of experience in education. Furthermore, f = 5 were male, f = 5 were female, f =10 taught in a 4A school district or smaller, f = 3 taught agricultural education, and f = 3 had been involved with agricultural education as a secondary student (see Table 2). To maintain confidentiality, we assigned all participants a pseudonym (Allen & Wiles, 2015).

Table 2

Demographics of Focus Group Participants 
	Identifier
	Years of Experience in Edu.
	Race
	Gender
	Admin
 Role
	Size of School District
	Taught SBAE?
	Involved in SBAE as a student?

	Sara (F1)
	28
	Hispanic
	Female
	Superintendent
	1A
	No
	No

	Katy F2)
	19
	Hispanic
	Female
	Principal
	1A
	Yes
	Yes

	John (M1)
	26
	White
	Male
	Superintendent
	2A
	No
	No

	Sam (F3)
	29
	White
	Female
	Principal
	4A
	No
	No

	Jen (F4)
	25
	White
	Female
	HR Director
	3A
	No
	No

	Max (M2)
	27
	White
	Male
	Superintendent
	3A
	Yes
	Yes

	Barb (F5)
	14
	Hispanic
	Female
	Assistant Principal
	3A
	No
	Yes

	Jon (M3)
	13
	Hispanic
	Male
	Dean of Students
	2A
	No
	No

	Bob (M4)
	18
	White
	Male
	Former Principal
	3A
	Yes
	No

	Curt (M5)
	25
	White
	Male
	Principal
	3A
	No
	No


Note. n = 10. The size of a school district is based on its enrollment in grades 9-12. The district classifications in New Mexico are 1A = 0-99 students, 2A = 100-234 students, 3A = 235-549 students, 4A = 550-1299 students. 

The data from this study were analyzed using a naturalistic approach (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Upon completing the final interview, we felt that data saturation had been achieved due to the thick and rich descriptions provided by the participants (Bryman, 2016; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). We transcribed the qualitative interview data using Microsoft Word. We used thematic analysis to identify common themes and narratives regarding administrative strengths, challenges, and awareness (Bryman, 2016). An inductive coding process, utilizing both open and axial coding, further refined the data. We used exemplary statements to support each theme (Bryman, 2016), and we used artificial intelligence to refine themes further. We used triangulation between interview transcriptions, field notes, and a reflexive journal to improve the trustworthiness of the data (Nowell et al., 2017). Additionally, we engaged member checking (Birt et al., 2016) by sending the transcriptions to each participant for their review. Member checking increased the trustworthiness and confirmability of the data.

	While the purpose of qualitative research is not to generalize to the greater population, this study provides a robust analysis of the participants' perceptions. The study’s narrow sample size is a limitation, but saturation was still met due to the thick and rich descriptions provided by the participants. Additionally, most participants came from the eastern side of New Mexico, creating geographic limitations.

Results
Theme 1: Narrow View of the Scope of Agricultural Education
The first major theme identified was a lack of deep understanding among participants regarding the full scope of SBAE. While many administrators recognized agricultural education as important, their understanding was often limited to surface-level aspects such as livestock showing or FFA chapter events (e.g., F1, F3, F4, M3, M4, M5). Sara (F1) stated, “I always thought FFA was just about raising animals. I didn’t know they competed in leadership or career skills.” Jon (M3) added, “The ag program is impressive, but I didn’t realize how much curriculum is involved. SAEs, classwork, travel—it’s a lot more than people assume.” This lack of awareness can lead to misconceptions about teacher workload, program outcomes, and the integration of FFA into the district's broader academic and career readiness goals. Several participants noted that their knowledge of SBAE primarily came from observation rather than formal training, onboarding, or communication with the agricultural educator(s).

Theme 2: Inconsistency in Administrative Support
Support for SBAE programs varied significantly among participants, revealing a second theme of inconsistency in administrative support. Some administrators expressed apparent enthusiasm and proactive support, while others admitted that they only provided resources or attention when prompted by the agriculture teacher (e.g., F2, F5, M1, M2). Max (M2) shared, “If the ag teacher asks, I try to help, but I don’t always know what’s going on unless they tell me.” Sam (F3) remarked, “We support them when they’re going to state or have something big, but I’ll admit I’m not always involved in the day-to-day.” This variability often correlated with whether the administrator had prior experience with agriculture or FFA. Those who did were more engaged in conversations about curriculum, facilities, and program direction, while others saw it as a stand-alone elective program. This variability in support could be due to differences in school or district size, with Sam (F3) and Max (M2) teaching in larger districts.

Theme 3: Communication and Relationship-Building
A third theme that emerged was the impact of communication on program success and administrator understanding. Participants who had regular conversations or updates from their agricultural educators reported a better grasp of the program’s needs, strengths, and student outcomes (e.g., F1, F2, M1, M2, M5). Bob (M4) noted, “Our ag teacher gives me a monthly update—highlights, needs, upcoming events. That’s really helped me stay in the loop and advocate when needed.” Katy (F2) commented, “Honestly, I don’t hear much unless there’s a problem. I’d be more involved if I knew more about what was happening on a regular basis.” This theme suggests that the relationship between administrators and the agriculture teacher plays a vital role in shaping support, budget decisions, and the overall perception of the program.

Theme 4: Cultural and Community Significance of Agriculture Programs
The final theme highlighted the importance of agricultural programs in small, rural communities. Many participants highlighted the FFA as vital to community life. These programs provided academic and career skills, serving as a source of pride and engagement for families, businesses, and the community (e.g., F1, F2, F5, M1, M2, M5). Curt (M5) shared, “FFA is one of the few things that brings our town together. Whether it’s a farm day or banquet, everyone shows up and supports our kids.” Jen (F4) stated, “It’s more than a class here. The ag program is part of who we are. Losing it would be like losing a piece of our community.” This theme highlights that agricultural education has a broader impact beyond the classroom, influencing school culture and community relations.
Summary of Findings
These four themes reveal the strengths, challenges, and areas for growth in how rural-district administrators perceive and support SBAE. While there is widespread appreciation for the program, more intentional training, communication, and policy alignment remain needed to ensure sustained and equitable support across districts.

Conclusions, Recommendations, and Implications
The study concludes that rural-district administrators highly value agricultural education, but it remains under-supported due to awareness gaps and funding constraints. The findings reinforce the need for intentional education of administrators regarding the structure, expectations, and outcomes of agriculture programs. Without targeted interventions, districts risk losing agricultural educators due to burnout (Smith & Smalley, 2018) and inadequate compensation (Still & Solomonson, 2024), which could diminish student opportunities for workforce readiness.

Several key recommendations emerged from this study to strengthen the support and sustainability of agricultural education programs. First, administrator training is crucial to the success of agricultural educators. School leadership teams should participate in annual professional development that focuses on the components of agricultural education, including FFA, Supervised Agricultural Experiences (SAEs), and the unique demands of teacher contracts (Croom, 2008; Still & Solomonson, 2024). This training could include site visits to model programs and presentations by successful agricultural educators. Second, funding prioritization should be addressed to ensure that agriculture programs receive the necessary resources to be successful. Districts should allocate funds for extended contracts and student travel, as these are critical for both teacher and student success. Offering grant-writing workshops and promoting partnerships with local agricultural businesses can also help expand financial resources for agriculture programs. Third, enhancing community engagement is vital for success. Administrators should actively seek partnerships with local industry stakeholders to ensure program relevance and to generate broader support. Establishing advisory boards composed of community members can provide ongoing guidance and alignment with local workforce needs. Lastly, increased awareness of the program could aid in policy advocacy. Policy advocacy is a crucial step for ensuring the long-term viability of programs. School leaders should advocate for increased state-level support for agricultural education in rural districts through legislative visits and public testimony at state education hearings, ensuring that the importance of SBAE is heard and understood at the policy level. 

The implications of this study suggest that stronger administrative awareness can lead to more robust agricultural education programs, which contribute to student achievement (Nolin & Parr, 2013), workforce readiness (Norris et al., 2023), and community vitality. Future research should explore similar perceptions among school board members and state policymakers to develop a comprehensive advocacy strategy. We also suggest conducting a similar study that is more representative of administrators across all areas of New Mexico, which could yield different results due to the cultural nuances in other geographic regions of the state. Additionally, longitudinal studies could examine how increased administrative awareness impacts long-term student success and teacher retention in agricultural education.
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