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Introduction and Conceptual Framework

Career Technical Education (CTE) classes in schools, particularly those in agricultural education, have become increasingly important in preparing the next generation of the workforce (Symonds et al., 2011). CTE is critical to employability skill development because it encompasses agricultural education, core subjects, and other technical coursework to provide comprehensive career education for students (Symonds et al., 2011). Through this combination, the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act of 1984 was established to emphasize the importance of career-related classes (Rudd & Hillison, 1995). Agricultural education’s historical legacy at the secondary level dates back many years, with its formal introduction dating back to 1917 with the passage of the Smith-Hughes Act (Herren, 1986). As explained by Croom (2008), the Smith-Hughes Act aimed to promote and encourage agricultural classes, providing federal funding for these programs. The creation of a student-led organization (FFA) that taught students about the importance of agricultural practices and leadership followed in 1928 (Herren, 1986). The hope was that agricultural coursework and the FFA organization would provide students with opportunities to learn about agriculture and develop valuable life and personal skills (Herren, 1986).

When students are enrolled in an agricultural education course, they can become an FFA member (Rada et al., 2025). FFA members who participate in the many FFA-sponsored contests, programs, and events have opportunities to develop leadership skills and learn valuable skills to help them in their future careers (Ahrens et al., 2015; Hoover et al., 2007; Rosch et al., 2015). Additionally, many educational stakeholders agree that employability skill development is crucial for students preparing to enter the workforce (Norris et al., 2023). To increase the effectiveness of this instruction, experiential learning is utilized as a primary teaching method (Baker et al., 2012; Newton & Simos, 2024). According to Main (2023), experiential learning can build confidence in students and equips them with decision-making and problem-solving skills (Main, 2023).

While agricultural education aims to ensure students are prepared to enter the workforce, many employers claim students exiting secondary and post-secondary education are unprepared for an entry-level position (Casner-Lotto et al., 2006; Copeland et al., 2020; Easterly et al., 2017; Haddad & Marx, 2018; Institute of Student Employers, 2018). To combat this issue, the prominence of middle school agricultural education has increased over the past few decades, targeting students at an earlier age (Englin et al., 2025). Although agricultural education is most prevalent in high schools (Jones et al., 2020), middle school agricultural education can be a catalyst for helping students develop employability skills earlier (Rayfield & Croom, 2010). Rayfield and Croom (2010) suggested that students who participated in a middle school agriscience program are more likely to join a high school agriscience program. Smith (2020) claims, “The beauty of agricultural education starts in the classroom and goes anywhere beyond the classroom doors” (para. 9). Smith (2020) further states that “agriculture education provides communities with skilled workers, agriculturally literate citizens, and servant leaders” (para. 9). If the employability skill development of middle school agricultural education students were better understood, it could provide leverage to increase the number of middle school programs nationwide. To evaluate this topic, the Employability Skills Framework developed by the Perkins Collaborative Resource Network (PCRN, 2022) served as the conceptual framework for this study.

Figure 1

Employability Skills Framework
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Note. Developed by PCRN, 2022. 
Purpose and Objectives

This study aimed to assess Alabama educators’ perceptions of the employability skill development of middle school students enrolled in agricultural education. The following objectives guided this study:

1. Examine educators' perspectives on the challenges of teaching middle school and the perceived need for expanding agricultural education programs at the middle school level in Alabama.

2. Evaluate educators' perceptions regarding middle school agricultural education’s impact on students’ employability skill development.
Methods

This study utilized a descriptive research design to execute its objectives. The population for this study was agricultural educators in Alabama (N = 316; NAAE, 2025). In the spring of 2025, we employed a census approach and distributed a 22-question survey regarding the employability skill development of middle school agricultural education students to all educators in Alabama. It is essential to note that not all educators in Alabama teach middle school; however, the agricultural education teaching license in Alabama certifies teachers for grades 6th–12th, meaning that all teachers completing the survey are licensed to teach middle school. We believed that being licensed to teach middle school qualified the participants to provide valuable insights into the employability skill development of students at this level. 

We developed the instrument from the Employability Skills Framework created by the Perkins Collaborative Resource Network (PCRN, 2022). The Employability Skills Framework focuses on specific sets of skills that are essential for students to develop in order to be successful in the workplace. We asked participants to rate the degree to which middle school students develop individual skills through agricultural education using a five-point Likert scale. The Likert Scale ranged from 5 = Excellent, 4 = Good, 3 = Average, 2 = Poor, 1 = Terrible. We also asked participants to rate the need for more middle school agricultural education on a five-point Likert scale and collected demographic data through the survey. If participants selected that they teach middle school, we used skip logic to route them to an additional question regarding the greatest challenges they have faced while teaching. To assess the content, construct, and face validity of the instrument, a committee of four individuals evaluated it and deemed it acceptable for the purposes of this study. We also measured reliability using Cronbach’s Alpha reliability coefficients, which ranged from .95 to .86 (see Table 2). According to Ary et al. (2010), these values meet the threshold for a reliable analysis.

Table 2

Likert Scale Reliability Coefficients for Employability Skill Areas

	Employability Skill Area

	α
	f 

	Applied Academic Skills
	.86
	4

	Critical Thinking Skills
	.93
	6

	Resource Management Skills
	 .88
	4

	Information Use Skills
	.93
	5

	Communication Skills
	.88
	5

	Systems Thinking Skills
	.95
	3

	Technology Skills
	N/A
	1

	Personal Qualities
	.93
	9

	Interpersonal Skills
	.88
	5


Note. α = Cronbach’s Alpha

We emailed the survey to Alabama agricultural educators every week for three weeks to increase the response rate (Dillman et al., 2014). An Alabama state staff member also distributed the survey to agricultural educators in the state. We developed the frame of the study based on resources provided by the Alabama State Department of Education. We received n = 42 responses, which equates to a 13.3% response rate. Ramsey and Shafer (2012) suggested that a minimum of 30 responses is necessary for quality descriptive research, and this study exceeded this threshold.

We used descriptive statistics and central tendencies to analyze the data in research objectives one and two. To assess non-response bias, we compared the responses of early responders (n = 23) and late responders (n = 19) using an independent samples t-test. (Lindner et al., 2001). The results indicated no concerns about non-response bias. 

The first limitation of this study is that the research only applies to the Alabama agricultural educators who responded, given the low response rate (13.3%). Additionally, the data is self-reported by educators, which could be skewed based on their perceptions.

Results

Objective One

	Educators were asked to respond to questions about the need for additional agricultural education programs in middle schools. The data indicated that 59.5% of educators thought it was extremely important to incorporate more middle school agricultural education programs in the state, 28.6% of educators felt these programs were very important, 9.5% thought they were moderately important, and 2.4% felt that they were only slightly important. Educators were also asked to rate student interest in their agricultural education program on a 1-10 Likert scale. The mean student interest score was 7.33 (SD = 1.32). Additionally, educators selected the most significant challenge they have faced in teaching middle school agricultural education. The n = 24 middle school teacher respondents selected classroom management (37.5%) and low student interest (33.3%) as the top two most significant challenges.

Objective Two

	This objective aimed to determine the perception of Alabama agricultural educators on the impact of agricultural education on the employability skills development of middle school agricultural education students. The instrument used in this study assessed nine employability skill areas—critical skills, informational skills, communication skills, personal skills, interpersonal skills, applied academic skills, resource management skills, technology skills, and systems thinking skills, as well as 42 individual skills. The respondents rated student development in all nine skill areas as good or excellent: critical skills (M = 4.10; SD = .65), informational skills (M = 3.92; SD = .69), communication skills (M = 4.07; SD = .60), personal skills (M = 4.11; SD = .59), interpersonal skills (M = 4.30; SD = .56), applied academic skills (M = 3.92; SD = .62), resource management skills (M = 3.74; SD = .66), technology skills (M = 4.05; SD = .88), and systems thinking skills (M = 3.61; SD = .71) (see Table 1).




Table 1

The Impact of Building Employability Skills Through Agricultural Education in Middle Schools

	Employability Skill Areas
	M
	SD

	Critical Thinking Skills
	4.10
	.65

	Information Use Skills
	3.92
	.69

	Communication Skills
	4.07
	.60

	Personal Qualities
	4.11
	.59

	Interpersonal Skills
	4.30
	.56

	Applied Academic Skills
	3.92
	.62

	Resource Management Skills
	3.74
	.66

	Technology Skills
	4.05
	.88

	Systems Thinking Skills
	3.61
	.71


Note. n = 42. Likert Scale: 1 = Terrible, 2 = Poor, 3 = Average, 4 = Good, 5 = Excellent.

Conclusions, Discussion, and Implications

The results of this study indicated that Alabama educators agree that middle school agricultural education helps develop employability skills in middle school students. Overall, the participants rated interpersonal skills, personal qualities, and critical thinking as skills that students develop the most through middle school agricultural education. This finding aligns with Free (2017), who found that agricultural educators in Alabama value the integration of employability skills into the agricultural classroom. Furthermore, it can be concluded that Alabama agricultural educators believe it is essential to expand middle school agricultural education programs in the state. Free (2017) found that educators in Alabama valued skills such as ethics, communication, and reliability, which are the same skills that teachers reported students developing in middle school programs. Englin et al. (2025) suggested that middle school agricultural education has expanded rapidly, which could be a response to closing the employability skills gap. With employers claiming recent graduates are not prepared for the workforce (Casner-Lotto et al., 2006; Copeland et al., 2020; Easterly et al., 2017; Haddad & Marx, 2018; Institute of Student Employers, 2018), agricultural education must continue developing employability skills in students (Ahrens et al., 2015; Hoover et al., 2007; Rosch et al., 2015). Educational administrators and other key stakeholders also value the efforts of agricultural education in developing employability skills (Norris et al., 2023; Norris & Norris-Parish, 2024), with many claiming that it is vital for agricultural education to remain relevant in the 21st century. We recommend providing educators with resources and training on incorporating employability skill development into their instruction. Furthermore, we recommend increasing the number of middle school agricultural education programs to expose students earlier to CTE in their academic careers. We also recommend expanding this line of inquiry to agricultural educators across the U.S. to assess for regional differences. With larger populations and more respondents from diverse areas of the U.S., this could yield more insights into this topic. With many states not offering middle school agricultural education, studies assessing the employability skill development of students in these states could shed additional light on the impact of middle school programs.
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