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Introduction and Theoretical Framework

	School-based agricultural education (SBAE) has impacted millions through formal instruction, work-based learning (WBL) in supervised agricultural experiences (SAE), and youth development through the National FFA Organization (Croom, 2008). Currently, the United States has more than 9,212 SBAE programs and 14,756 agricultural educators (Smith et al., 2024). While these programs provide students with opportunities to develop leadership skills (Ahrens et al., 2015; Hoover et al., 2007; Rosch et al., 2015), improve academic achievement (Chiasson & Burnett, 2001; Nolin & Parr, 2013; Theriot & Kotrlik, 2009), increase graduation rates (McKim et al., 2018), and develop employability skills (Copeland et al., 2020; Easterly et al., 2017), many SBAE students experience Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs; Norris & Norris-Parish, 2024). ACEs are traumatic situations that occur during the ages of 0–18 years in an individual’s life (Center for Disease Control [CDC], 2024) and include situations such as substance abuse in the home, parental neglect, abuse (physical, sexual, or verbal), parental separation (divorce, incarceration, etc.), or domestic violence in the home (Feletti et al., 1998).

Norris et al. (2024) determined that agricultural educators are uniquely positioned to support students with ACEs, due to the multi-year teacher-student relationship developed through the SBAE program. While agricultural educators regularly support students with ACEs (Norris et al., 2024), they may not feel confident discussing specific issues, even when approached by students (Norris & Norris-Parish, 2024). Furthermore, when these students seek advice and mentorship about ACEs, teachers who may have experienced traumatic situations in the past often use these experiences to build rapport and strengthen the teacher-student relationship (Norris et al., 2025). Schmidt et al. (2022) also found that agricultural educators frequently experience stress when mentoring students experiencing ACEs, and this stress was positively correlated with teacher burnout—a major factor contributing to the attrition of agricultural educators (Solomonson et al., 2018; Sorenson et al., 2017). 

When agricultural educators support these students using trauma-informed strategies guided by the contemporary trauma theory (Goodman, 2017), it can increase the impact of the educators’ support. The contemporary trauma theory utilizes the resilience, coping mechanisms, and current trauma symptoms of the afflicted individual to promote healing, develop healthy habits, and foster coping and resilience—key actions that positively affect long-term behavior (Goodman, 2017; Levendosky & Buttenheim, 2010; Shapiro, 2010). The support of a trusted adult, such as an agricultural educator, can be instrumental in developing coping skills, healing from past trauma, and establishing healthy habits that lead to long-term positive behavior choices (Goodman, 2017; Levendosky & Buttenheim, 2010; Shapiro, 2010). This intervention from trusted adults is critical, especially when considering the negative effects ACEs can have on a person’s health (Felitti et al., 1998; Gilbert et al., 2015; Goodman, 2017; Metzler et al., 2017; Monnat & Chandler, 2015; Murphey & Sacks, 2019; Petruccelli et al., 2019; Reavis et al., 2013). Individuals with four or more ACEs have a substantially increased risk of unemployment, dropping out of high school, being sexually promiscuous (50+ sexual partners), abusing alcohol and/or drugs, and attempting suicide compared to people with no ACEs (Felitti et al., 1998; Giano et al., 2020; Petruccelli et al., 2019; Reavis et al., 2013). This risky behavior puts individuals with four more ACEs at a greater risk of severe health conditions, such as obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and premature death (see Figure 1; Feletti et al., 1998; Metzler et al., 2017; Monnat & Chandler, 2015; Murphey & Sacks, 2019; Petruccelli et al., 2019). Additionally, individuals from different cultures are disproportionately more likely to experience ACEs (Swedo, 2023), which warrants further investigation in these communities.

Figure 1

Mechanisms Causing Long-Term Health Effects from ACEs
[image: About the CDC-Kaiser ACE Study |Violence Prevention|Injury ...]
Note. Model developed by the CDC (2024) using Felitti et al.’s (1998) framework.

Norris and Norris-Parish (2024) noted that many agricultural educators have personally experienced ACEs, and when combined with the stress of supporting students in similar situations, can exacerbate negative health repercussions (Norris et al., 2025). While agricultural educators may not be confident in supporting students with ACEs, they often serve as mentors for vulnerable students (Norris & Norris-Parish, 2024). If the effects of agricultural education on students battling ACEs can be better understood, it could help inform training for educators and ultimately improve the support provided to students with ACEs.

Purpose and Objectives

	The purpose of this study was to describe the effects of agricultural education on students experiencing ACEs. The following objectives guided this study:
1.) Describe the ACEs circumstances that educators have seen students experience.
2.) Describe the effects of agricultural education on students experiencing ACEs.
3.) Describe the ACEs challenges faced by agricultural education students from different cultures.

Methodology

We employed a phenomenological case study design (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) to achieve the research objectives of this study. This qualitative research design is ideal for capturing the lived experiences of agricultural educators who support students experiencing ACEs, a niche group of individuals with a unique perspective on the profession (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The population for this study was agricultural educators in New Mexico and Arizona. We contacted educators in these states using directories provided by the state agricultural education staff and asked if they would be willing to participate in the study. Using a naturalistic approach (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), we conducted 14 one-hour, semi-structured interviews, utilizing researcher-developed questions and follow-up questions as needed for clarity. The thick and rich descriptions provided by the participants confirmed that we reached data saturation (Bryman, 2016). Swedo (2023) noted that New Mexico and Arizona have some of the highest rates of ACEs, partially due to the low socio-economic groups and minority populations. The demographics of the schools that employed the participants also reflect a diverse student population with a high number of minority students from low socio-economic backgrounds (see Table 1).

Table 1

School Demographics of Participants
	Identifier 
	Free & Reduced 
Lunch %
	Minority 
Enrollment %
	Title One School

	School 1
	100%
	58%
	Yes

	School 2
	99%
	74%
	Yes

	School 3
	100%
	99%
	Yes

	School 4
	99%
	89%
	Yes

	School 5
	41%
	45%
	Yes

	School 6
	97%
	77%
	Yes

	School 7
	94%
	100%
	Yes

	School 8
	42%
	22%
	Yes

	School 9
	71%
	69%
	Yes

	School 10
	70%
	95%
	Yes

	School 11
	64%
	86%
	Yes

	School 12
	100%
	85%
	Yes

	School 13
	99%
	100%
	Yes

	School 14
	41%
	45%
	Yes


Note. Information reported by the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES, 2025). 
 
We employed data triangulation—utilizing interview transcription, field notes, and a reflexive journal—to enhance trustworthiness and confirmability (Nowell et al., 2017). We recorded the interviews using Zoom and transcribed them using Microsoft Word. Additionally, we used member checking to bolster trustworthiness (Birt et al., 2016) by sending a copy of the transcription to each participant. We analyzed the data in this study using NVivo, implementing an inductive coding process that included open and axial coding, followed by a thematic analysis (Bryman, 2016). Using the constant comparative method (Glaser, 1965), we developed themes and subthemes to represent the experiences described by the participants, and we used exemplary statements to improve the confirmability of the data (Bryman, 2016). We assigned pseudonyms to all participants and recorded their demographics in Table 2 (Allen & Wiles, 2016). 

Table 2

Demographics of the Participants
	Identifier
	Years of Teaching Experience
	Ethnicity
	Gender
	Highest Degree Earned
	School Description
	State

	Sara (F1)
	27
	American Indian
	Female
	Masters
	Rural
	New Mexico

	Jan (F2)
	17
	White
	Female
	Masters
	Rural
	New Mexico

	Jane (F3)
	18
	Hispanic
	Female
	Masters
	Rural
	New Mexico

	Allie (F4)
	21.5
	White
	Female
	Masters
	Rural
	New Mexico

	Olivia (F5)
	9
	White
	Female
	Masters
	Rural
	New Mexico

	Tina (F6)
	1
	White
	Female
	Masters
	Rural
	New Mexico

	Hanna (F7)
	3
	White
	Female
	Bachelors
	Suburban
	Arizona

	Bailey (F8)
	3
	White
	Female
	Bachelors
	Urban
	Arizona

	Ron (M1)
	11
	White
	Male
	Associates
	Rural
	New Mexico

	Tom (M2)
	18
	Hispanic
	Male
	Masters
	Rural
	New Mexico

	Bob (M3)
	2
	Hispanic
	Male
	Masters
	Suburban
	New Mexico

	Sam (M4)
	3
	Hispanic
	Male
	Bachelors
	Rural
	New Mexico

	Mike (M5)
	6
	Hispanic
	Male
	Masters
	Urban
	New Mexico

	Chris (M6)
	10
	American Indian
	Male
	Bachelors
	Rural
	Arizona



Findings
Research Objective One
	Participants reported they have taught students who have experienced all of the ACEs (Felitti et al., 1998; see Table 3). The most common were substance abuse, lack of emotional and physical support, and mental illness. The least common were physical and sexual abuse. 

Table 3

ACEs that Participants Reported Students Experiencing
	Question
	Yes (f)
	%
	No (f)
	   %

	Verbal Abuse
	11
	78.6
	3
	21.4

	Lack of Emotional Support at Home
	12
	85.7
	2
	14.3

	Alcohol and/or Drug Abuse in the Home
	13
	92.9
	1
	7.1

	Mental Illness, Depression, or Suicide in the Home
	12
	85.7
	2
	14.3

	Household Members Absent Due to Incarceration
	11
	78.6
	3
	21.4

	Sexual Abuse
	5
	35.7
	9
	64.3

	Physical Abuse
	7
	50.0
	7
	50.0

	Lack of Support (e.g., Dirty Clothes, No Food, etc.)
	12
	85.7
	2
	14.3



Research Objective Two
Participants noted that agricultural education has a profound impact on students with ACEs (e.g., F1, F2, F4, F6, F7, M1, M3, M4, M5), as identified as the study’s first theme. Bailey (F8) said, “If [students] take advantage of some of the opportunities, a lot of our kids have really developed their confidence out here at our land lab, working with their animal projects.” Ron (M1) said, “We make a difference, especially as Ag teachers. I mean we spend more time with them, probably than most of their parents do.” Bob (M3) said, “We, as teachers in my high school, try very hard to help all our students, and make them feel supported… I feel that building those relationships is probably one of the most impactful things I can do as a teacher.” Bailey (F8) said, “I have some students who took advantage of FFA CDEs because it’s safe to be with their friends and work on their own projects, rather than being home.” Ron (M1) said, “I think [students] find a special place with us as Ag teachers. They get to find a connection where they have that emotional support.” The second theme was that agricultural education can uniquely benefit students from diverse cultural backgrounds (e.g., F1, F5, M4, M6). For example, Sara (F1) discussed the benefits of agricultural education to her native students by stating, “I think Ag helps all kids, regardless. I [teach] the class that they want to be at because they're not [only] in the classroom, and the classes go quickly because they're hands-on… this is a popular end of the building.” 

Research Objectives Three
[bookmark: _Hlk199158713]Many participants (e.g., F1, F5, M4, M6) noted an increased level of ACEs, primarily among students from tribal communities. Specifically, Allie (F4) alluded to cultural differences by stating, “I work on the Navajo Nation. We are the largest Native American reservation, and the background here is low socio-economic.” Chris (M6), who also teaches on the Navajo reservation, said, “I tell them, ‘I know the situations we are in out here are tough. But the only way we [can] get through is by working together.’” Sam (M4) said, “The second poorest telephone area code in the United States is 575. So, when those kids come in, sometimes they are the reflection of poverty.” Sara (F1), who teaches on the Apache reservation, noted additional cultural struggles. When asked about teaching students who live with household members addicted to substances, she said, “I would say at least 60%... it's like that on many reservations.” Sara (F1), after discussing the struggles of life on the reservation, said, “I don't know if you're familiar with reservation life, but our kids don't have many options for work… I would say most every kid here starts with an ACE [score] of about 6 all the way up to 10.”

Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations

The results of this study describe how agricultural education benefits students struggling with ACEs in New Mexico and Arizona, with an increased focus on supporting students with different cultural backgrounds. Agricultural educators are in a prime position to support these students (Norris et al., 2024), particularly in these two states, because of their high prevalence of ACEs (Swedo, 2023). Furthermore, the diversity of these states, namely with a high prevalence of Hispanic and Native American populations, makes this focus even more relevant. The participants noted that many students were drawn toward agricultural education due to its inclusive nature, hands-on instruction, and focus on student engagement, which also aligns with Norris et al.’s (2024) findings. While agricultural educators can be a pillar of support to these students, they are not mental health professionals and cannot replace mental health counseling services. Many of these students should seek professional intervention to mitigate the negative health repercussions of ACEs. Therefore, we recommend training educators on strategies and resources necessary to support students in these situations, using contemporary trauma theory as a foundation. Furthermore, we recommend conducting additional studies to evaluate the effects of SBAE on students with ACEs in other geographic settings. Finally, a key finding was the increased impact of ACEs on students from diverse cultural backgrounds, particularly in tribal communities. We recommend increasing programs for educators to support these communities.
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