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Introduction and Theoretical Framework
As the gap between American consumers and the origin of their food widens, the need for agricultural education becomes increasingly urgent (Frick et al., 1995; Longhurst et al., 2020). School-based agricultural education (SBAE) programs play a vital role in addressing the agricultural literacy gap (Longhurst et al., 2020), developing employability skills in secondary-level students (Ahrens et al., 2015; Copeland et al., 2020; Easterly et al., 2017), and developing STEM skills (Swafford, 2018). Furthermore, SBAE can increase student academic achievement (Chiasson & Burnett, 2001; Nolin & Parr, 2013; Theriot & Kotrlik, 2009) and graduation rates (McKim et al., 2018). While SBAE programs advance an important mission, these programs depend heavily on the support of political allies, with state and federal legislation significantly impacting SBAE and career and technical education (CTE; Imperatore & Hyslop, 2017). Plasman and Thompson (2023) noted the positive impact of federal legislation such as the Strengthening CTE for the 21st Century Act (Perkins V). Furthermore, state-level policy has significantly impacted agricultural education in Alabama, with legislators funding affiliated membership so that all agricultural students can be members of FFA (Alabama Farmers Federation, 2024). The FFA is an intracurricular student organization that provides leadership opportunities for students and is integral to the SBAE model (Croom, 2008). This direct fiscal support for agricultural education (Alabama Farmers Federation, 2024), along with other influences on educational policy, curriculum, and funding, underscores the importance of communication between agricultural education stakeholders and policymakers, ultimately leading to legislative support for SBAE. While support from policymakers is critical for success, Wearley (1999) suggested that legislators in Montana lacked knowledge about the agricultural industry, which could lead to misinformation and a lack of understanding between legislators and the agricultural community.

This study examined the knowledge, perceptions, and attitudes of Alabama legislators toward agricultural education and FFA, utilizing the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991) to evaluate how attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control influence their intentions to support SBAE. This research identifies the perceptions and attitudes that shape legislative support, while providing actionable insights for SBAE stakeholders to engage policymakers more effectively. The results of this study can serve as a tool for stakeholders to tailor outreach, reinforce positive perceptions, and address areas of disconnect among policymakers, ensuring future generations remain connected to their food system and the agricultural industry through SBAE.

Purpose and Objectives
	The purpose of this study is to assess the perceptions and attitudes of Alabama legislators toward SBAE and FFA. The following research objectives guided this study. 

1. Describe the depth of knowledge, perceptions, and opinions of Alabama legislators about FFA and agricultural education.
2. Assess legislators’ perceptions of their impact on agricultural education in Alabama and determine how to better engage legislators about FFA and SBAE.

Methodology
We employed a phenomenological case study design (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) to explore the lived experiences and perceptions of Alabama legislators regarding SBAE and FFA (Groenewald, 2004). We selected this design for its suitability in examining the unique and personal insights of a niche population. We conducted semi-structured interviews with current and former legislators during the summer and fall of 2024, either in person, by phone, or via Zoom. The participation criteria included current legislators and those who had served within the past three years, as they had voted on policy decisions that were currently being implemented. Fourteen researcher-developed questions guided the interviews, and we asked all participants the same questions to maintain consistency across interviews, but clarifying questions were used when necessary (see Table 1).

Table 1

Semi-Structured Interview Questions
	1. How familiar are you with the FFA? Can you tell me a little about its mission and purpose?


	2. Were you an FFA member? Why or why not?


	3. Why do you believe a student joining/participating in the FFA is important?


	4. In what areas do you believe the FFA trains/develops its members?


	5. What are your thoughts on the importance of students participating in CTE and SBAE? Do you think it has an impact on student’s futures?


	6. What role do CTSO’s (such as FFA) play in engaging students in CTE?


	7. Why is it important for you to support FFA/Ag Education?


	8. Are you familiar with the legislature funding affiliate membership for Alabama FFA?


	9. What impact do you feel affiliate membership will have on Alabama FFA’s influence at the national level?


	10. Is the legislature funding FFA dues (affiliate membership) a wise spending choice? 


	11. Is there a state you look to for examples of how to support agricultural education? What about their FFA/SBAE makes them serve as a good example to you? 


	12. Do you feel that CTE, specifically agricultural education, has a place for every student? Should it be a requirement for every student enrolled in public education to take an agricultural education course (when available)?


	13. Do you feel that the legislature is doing enough to support SBAE in Alabama? If not, what do you feel can be done to increase legislative support?


	14. Are you familiar with the legislature’s funding of extended grants for agricultural teachers? O&M CTE funding? Why is it important for these programs to receive state funding?




To recruit participants, we contacted all legislators (N = 140) in Alabama to ask them to participate in this study. This population was purposively selected due to their experience as policymakers in Alabama. All legislators were recruited via email, and we sent follow-up emails two weeks after the initial email was sent. We utilized professional connections to secure the initial interview, while employing snowball sampling to secure additional interviews (Campbell et al., 2020; Noy, 2008).

To establish trustworthiness and confirmability, we triangulated the data using interview transcripts, field notes, and a reflexive journal (Nowell et al., 2017). We recorded the interviews using Zoom®, transcribed them using Otter.ai (2025), and used member checking to verify the accuracy of the transcriptions and interpretations (Birt et al., 2016). We also conducted a pilot study with two agricultural lobbyists in Alabama to increase trustworthiness further. At the completion of the 16th interview, we felt that saturation had been met (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). We assigned pseudonyms to participants to protect their identities and ensure confidentiality (Allen & Wiles, 2016).

This approach aimed to capture detailed and rich descriptions that reveal levels of legislative support for SBAE and FFA, as well as the factors influencing legislators’ perceptions and policy decisions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The study design, data collection process, and trustworthiness protocols ensured credible and transferable findings to inform advocacy and outreach strategies for SBAE stakeholders. An inductive coding process was utilized to identify themes and subthemes within the data (Bryman, 2016). Additionally, open and axial coding, utilizing the constant comparative method (Glaser, 1965), were used to refine the themes further. We identified themes and supported them with exemplary statements from the interview transcripts (Bryman, 2016). In addition, we collected demographic data through a Qualtrics survey (see Table 2). 

Table 2
Demographics of Participants
	Identifier
	Gender
	Age
	Ethnicity
	Years of Experience
	FFA Member
	Political Party

	Vaughn (M1)
	Male
	71
	White
	5
	Yes
	Republican

	Charles (M2)
	Male
	55
	White
	10
	No
	Republican

	Lowell (M3)
	Male
	70
	White
	10
	No
	Republican

	Rhett (M4)
	Male
	66
	White
	6
	Yes
	Republican

	Albert (M5)
	Male
	68
	White
	18
	No
	Republican

	David (M6)
	Male
	74
	White
	8
	No
	Republican

	Paul (M7)
	Male
	-
	White
	2
	No
	Republican

	Alexander (M8)
	Male
	60
	White
	18
	No
	Democratic

	Richard (M9)
	Male
	71
	White
	11
	Yes
	Republican

	Joshua (M10)
	Male
	56
	White
	2
	No
	Republican

	Joseph (M11)
	Male
	49
	White
	6
	Yes
	Republican

	Anthony (M12)
	Male
	38
	White
	4
	No
	Republican

	Leon (M13)
	Male
	-
	White
	2
	Yes
	Republican

	Warren (M14)
	Male
	34
	White
	5
	No
	Republican

	Russell (M15)
	Male
	34
	Black
	2
	No
	Democratic

	Anna (F1)

	Female
	53
	White
	14
	No
	Republican


Note. Some respondents elected not to disclose all data points.
While this study provides a robust analysis of Alabama legislators’ perceptions and attitudes toward SBAE and FFA, it does have some limitations. The qualitative methods in this study are not intended to produce results that are generalizable to populations outside of the participants in this study.

Findings
Objective One
Legislator Familiarity with FFA/SBAE

The first objective sought to explore the legislators' knowledge and perceptions of FFA and agricultural education. We found that all participants had some awareness of the FFA, with varying levels of familiarity. Several legislators shared that FFA had a significant role in developing leadership skills in young people through participation in various events and activities (e.g., M1, M4, M6, M9, F1). Some legislators, such as Rhett (M4), highlighted the value of FFA in providing opportunities for youth in agriculture to develop leadership skills, including public speaking and project management. Vaughn (M1), a former FFA member, had an in-depth understanding, detailing his own experience and achievements in FFA. Vaughn (M1) stated, “I was in FFA, I served as a chapter officer, up to chapter president, was also... I also received [the] chapter farmer, state farmer, at that time, national or American farmer, and I won a national proficiency award.” On the other hand, Paul (M7) admitted having limited knowledge of the organization, though he recognized its existence. Paul (M7) stated, “to be honest, I know very little. I've heard of it, but beyond that, admittedly, I'm not familiar with it.”

FFA’s Ability to Train/Develop Members

Overall, the participants had a positive perception of FFA and SBAE. Legislators highlighted FFA's role in exposing students to agriculture and its career opportunities, with several, including Warren (M14) and Joseph (M11), noting that FFA provided valuable experiences they had missed despite their agricultural backgrounds. Leadership skills, such as public speaking and communication, were key benefits, with Anna (F1) and David (M6) emphasizing their importance for future success. Anna (F1) stated, “I think it does a tremendous job teaching kids public speaking, and how to interact with people… I go to a lot of their banquets… the way they are preparing students for…the use of these life skills is great.” When discussing how FFA impacts students, David (M6) stated, “[FFA] teaches the skills of thinking on your feet, getting your thoughts together, projections of confidence in what you're saying, your ability to gain knowledge of things that you're uncomfortable with." Alabama legislators recognize the broad scope of benefits FFA provides its members, especially in leadership development, agricultural exposure, and political engagement, though not all legislators had personal experience with SBAE in their youth.

Objective Two
Garnering Legislative Support Through Understanding

The second objective of the study sought to assess legislators’ perceptions of their impact on agricultural education in Alabama and determine how to better engage legislators in FFA and SBAE. In interviews, legislators generally acknowledged that while the Alabama legislature has made improvements in supporting FFA and SBAE, there is still room for growth. Charles (M2) believed that, based on a historical lack of funding availability, the legislature could do more to support FFA and agricultural education. Charles (M2) stated, “My assumption is that we're not [doing enough], because historically, we've been so tight on funds over the decades. Now that has gotten better over the last 11 or 12 years, budgeting differently, making different choices.” Albert (M5) was neutral, recognizing improvements in funding affiliate memberships but noting potential for further progress. Paul (M7) emphasized the need for more partnerships, like community gardens or local farms, to enhance hands-on learning. Additionally, Joseph (M11) pointed out the historical challenges of funding but acknowledged recent improvements when he stated, “Oh, I mean, I think we did a whole lot when we paid for the membership fees for all the students. I think that's a pretty big deal. Do we do more? Probably, but I'm not sure.” Some legislators, like Russell (M15), David (M6), and Anthony (M12), specifically mentioned that they could benefit from stronger partnerships and more communication from SBAE teachers about their needs through a lobbyist. Anthony stated emphatically, “...it doesn't matter what industry you're in, if you don't have a lobbying group representing you in Montgomery or Washington, D.C., your industry is probably getting screwed.”

Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations
We concluded that legislators generally recognized FFA and SBAE, though their understanding varied, with some having limited knowledge while others had extensive personal connections to SBAE. The FFA was viewed positively for developing leadership skills, particularly through public speaking, communication, and career-related events. Multiple legislators underscored the value of students joining FFA, citing the program’s role in fostering both technical and employability skills for broader career opportunities. Additionally, CTE programs were seen as essential for developing a skilled workforce. Participants had varied opinions on whether the Alabama legislature provides adequate support for FFA and agricultural education (SBAE). Some felt more support was needed (e.g., M7, M15, M11, M2, M13), while others, like Joshua (M10), believed the legislature's recent $275,000 expenditure on affiliate FFA membership was sufficient (Alabama Farmers Federation, 2024). Several respondents noted a lack of communication between FFA/SBAE representatives and legislators. David (M6) suggested better communication strategies, and Russell (M15) advocated for Senate Agriculture Committee hearings to address these issues, ultimately strengthening legislators' knowledge and behaviors toward SBAE (Ajzen, 1991).

For proper support, fostering stronger relationships between FFA/SBAE and the legislature is crucial. Ensuring continued funding requires effective lobbying, as emphasized by Anthony (M12) and Warren (M14), who highlighted the need for a dedicated lobbyist to represent the interests of FFA and SBAE. Rhett (M4) suggested that Alabama could look to states like Oklahoma for inspiration, citing their successful Oklahoma Youth Expo as an example of how to support agricultural education. We recommend that an Alabama agricultural education entity, such as the Alabama FFA Association, Alabama FFA Foundation, or Alabama Agriculture Teachers’ Association, hire a lobbyist to advocate on SBAE and FFA’s behalf. We also recommend establishing a caucus for legislators who support FFA and agricultural education, similar to the one developed by federal legislators (Congressional FFA Caucus, 2025).  Furthermore, the results of this study should be replicated in other states and at the federal level to measure support for SBAE.
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