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Introduction

School accountability is a dominant practice in school systems across the United States. School accountability measures are varied and are designed to positively impact student achievement and ensure school progress and performance (Figlio & Loeb, 2011). One such school accountability measure occurs within Career and Technical Education (CTE) programming, including Agricultural Education, via industry credentialing. Within the context of CTE programming, industry credentialing is designed to prepare students to enter the workforce equipped with the requisite knowledge and skills (Castellano et al., 2005). Industry credentialing is one of several school accountability measures employed within Kentucky public schools (Kentucky Department of Education, 2024). However, Kentucky agriculture teachers anecdotally report both successes and shortcomings when employing industry credentialing within their respective Agricultural Education programs (M. Chaliff, personal communication, August 29, 2024). Considering school accountability measures and expectations alongside the shallow pool of literature regarding industry credentialing within Agricultural Education programming, we felt it prudent to explore this topic more deeply.

Theoretical Framework

We used human capital theory (HCT) as the underlying framework basis for our study’s data analysis and interpretation. Per HCT, investing in people and providing them with enhanced education and training will improve the productive capacity of these individuals, thereby allowing them to add value to society (Becker, 1993). The skills, knowledge, and abilities of individuals who function within a society or organization give a value-added factor and increase overall performance. As industry credentials are meant to provide public school graduates with improved economic outcomes and social mobility (Castellano et al., 2005), they can consequently be considered an investment in human capital. Agriculture teachers are directly responsible for preparing human capital for the agricultural industry (Stripling & Ricketts, 2016). HCT provides a lens through which to examine agriculture teachers’ experiences facilitating industry credentialing when preparing their students for life beyond high school.

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

Our study’s purpose was to explore Kentucky agriculture teachers’ perceptions regarding current industry credential offerings, how they operationalize the curricula, knowledge, and skills necessary to prepare for industry credential offerings, and the perceived benefits for students who earn such credentials. We used four research questions to guide our study: 
1) How do Kentucky agriculture teachers operationalize industry credentialing in their respective programs?

2) What are Kentucky agriculture teachers’ perceived benefits for their students earning industry credentials?

3) What challenges do Kentucky agriculture teachers experience regarding offering industry credentialing within their programs?

4) What successes do Kentucky agriculture teachers experience regarding offering industry credentialing within their programs?

Methods

Our study was phenomenological in its approach. Phenomenological research “describes the common meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 75). The phenomenon in question was the lived experiences of Kentucky agriculture teachers as they have facilitated the industry credentialing process within their respective Agricultural Education programs. The lead researcher chiefly employed one-on-one, semi-structured interviews with nine Kentucky agriculture teachers who teach Agricultural Education coursework to public school students in grades nine through 12. Within the context of phenomenological research, in-depth interviews allow the researcher to thoroughly explore an experience undergone by several individuals (Creswell & Poth, 2018), such as agriculture teachers’ experiences with industry credentialing for students.

To initiate our study, the lead researcher first obtained an electronic copy of the 2024-2025 Kentucky Agriculture Teacher Directory from state-level Agricultural Education staff. Afterward, the lead researcher randomly selected 48 agriculture teachers from across the Kentucky FFA Association’s 12 service regions to participate in this study. Specifically, the lead researcher randomly selected four agriculture teachers from each of the 12 service regions. The lead researcher used the Qualtrics survey platform to solicit participants. The lead researcher used a Qualtrics-based pre-interview questionnaire to help ensure that the prospective participants met the appropriate selection criteria. These criteria were as follows:

1) Prospective participants must have reported that they have taught high school-level Agricultural Education courses in Kentucky for at least three years;

2) Prospective participants must have reported that they currently teach at least one high school-level Agricultural Education course; and

3) Prospective participants must have reported that they facilitate the student credentialing process (such as offering or awarding industry certifications) within at least one high school-level Agricultural Education course that they teach.

Prior to initiating the participant solicitation process, the lead researcher: (a) obtained the appropriate approvals from the Murray State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) and (b) consulted a panel of three agricultural teacher educators to review the Qualtrics-based pre-interview questionnaire for clarity. The lead researcher used their feedback to adjust the pre-interview questionnaire accordingly prior to its use. Within this 12-item questionnaire, the lead researcher asked participants to complete additional demographics-related items and to provide their contact information if they were willing to participate in a one-on-one Zoom interview with the lead researcher. The lead researcher began soliciting prospective participants via e-mail in February 2025. Following Dillman et al.’s (2014) recommendations, the lead researcher used a series of e-mail contacts to help elicit responses from prospective participants. Out of the 48 randomly-selected prospective participants, 10 participants provided usable responses to the pre-interview questionnaire, yielding a response rate of 20.8%. Further, all 10 participants indicated their willingness to participate in the one-on-one Zoom interview with the lead researcher. However, one participant did not complete the interview process. We did not report their data.

The lead researcher used an eight-item, semi-structured interview protocol to conduct all nine interviews. Before conducting the interviews, the lead researcher consulted a panel of three agricultural teacher educators to review the interview questions for clarity. Each agricultural teacher educator had prior experience and appropriate expertise in conducting qualitative research. The lead researcher used their feedback to adjust the interview protocol accordingly prior to its use. The lead researcher audio- and video-recorded each of the nine one-on-one interviews, transcribed each interview verbatim, and assigned each participant a pseudonym. After the transcription process concluded, the lead researcher followed-up with each participant via e-mail and asked them to review their interview transcript to ensure accuracy. We used IBM® SPSS® Software (Version 29.0) to analyze the data collected from the pre-interview questionnaire. Specifically, we used frequencies and percentages to analyze these data. Regarding the data collected during the interviews, we employed thematic analysis procedures to analyze the data. As noted by Creswell and Poth (2018), themes “are broad units of information that consist of several codes aggregated to form a common idea” (p. 328). Thematic analysis involves the identification and interpretation of emergent patterns (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Before initiating the qualitative data analysis process, the lead researcher de-identified all interview transcripts and assigned each of the nine participants a pseudonym. The lead researcher then distributed the de-identified interview transcripts to two agricultural teacher educators with experience in qualitative research. Doing so facilitated triangulation between multiple individuals, which adds validity to our study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The lead researcher and the two agricultural teacher educators independently reviewed the nine interview transcripts. Each developed and maintained their respective codebooks, memos, and audit trails. Afterward, the lead researcher met with the two agricultural teacher educators via Zoom for a debriefing meeting to review the data, identify emerging themes, and discuss their respective findings. 

Regarding the trustworthiness of the research process, we established credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The lead researcher employed both member-checking procedures with the nine participants and triangulation to help ensure credibility. To help ensure transferability, the lead researcher employed rich, thick descriptions of the participants and the data they provided. The lead researcher employed an audit trail to help maintain dependability. Lastly, the lead researcher used an audit trail, a subjectivity statement, and triangulation to help ensure confirmability. Such procedures are important components of the qualitative research process (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Subjectivity Statement

Identifying researchers’ biases is an important component of effective qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As noted by Mott and Haddad (2024), the use of bracketing helps to negate researcher biases while enhancing both rigor and trustworthiness of the scholarly work being done. It is consequently imperative that we acknowledge and do such within the scope of our study. The lead researcher is currently an agriculture teacher in Kentucky and has been for over a decade. Further, the lead researcher actively incorporates industry credentialing for students enrolled in the Agricultural Education program in which she teaches. The lead researcher has had a variety of both positive and negative experiences related to the industry credentialing process. Further, the other co-authors of the current study were formerly agriculture teachers in public schools. They likewise worked to facilitate the industry credentialing process for their former students and experienced both positive and negative aspects of that process.

Findings

	Regarding demographics, the typical participant: (1) had served as an agriculture teacher in Kentucky for an average of 13.11 years (SD = 7.15), (2) had facilitated industry credentialing / certifications for students for an average of 7.33 years (SD = 5.31), (3) taught courses in the Plant Systems career pathway (n = 6; 66.7%), and (4) taught in public schools located in Western Kentucky (n = 6; 66.7%). Eight distinct themes emerged across all nine interviews.

Integration into Existing Course Curriculum Based on Career Pathways and Alignment
	
When asked to consider how to best prepare students for success in industry credentialing programs, participants tended to reflect on ways that certification curricula are used within existing coursework. Travis (pseudonym) opined, “I think the best thing that I can do to better prepare my kids for those certifications is just good classroom instruction… making sure they understand those components.” Participants also reported higher student success in industry credentialing when a high level of consideration and planning was given to the proper alignment of the course and career pathway in which the industry certificate program was offered. The overall ease of implementation for participants and the overall success rates associated with industry credentialing were expressed to be higher in Agricultural Education programs that considered proper course-to-certification alignment.

Facilitation of Online Platforms and Third-Party Vendors

	Participants primarily reported utilizing digitally-based credentialing solutions, such as iCEV, when preparing students for the various industry certifications available in Agricultural Education career pathways in Kentucky. Participants reported that the requirements of the various industry credentials may vary, ranging from general knowledge coupled with hands-on skill applications to fully digital, module-based curriculum delivery. The participants also reported using several industry credentialing programs sponsored by professional organizations in various industries that are not exclusively facilitated through digital platforms. Brad (pseudonym) noted, “We are now doing the AWS [American Welding Society] certifications through American Welding Society… It's tough… but it's all stuff they’re going to actually use in industry.” Most participants reported using a combination of exclusively digitally-based credentialing platforms and credentialing platforms requiring hands-on extension components, but the decisions on which options to integrate into the programs were primarily based on the existing career pathways in the program. Further, participants reported that a number of other factors ultimately influenced their decisions regarding which options to offer.

Increased Career Readiness and Job Opportunities

	Participants perceived that industry credentialing seemed to improve a student’s overall level of employability and tended to externally signal job readiness and an ability to successfully enter into post-secondary opportunities. Kenzie (pseudonym) expressed, “It’s something that they can walk up and say… I do have a certification.” Further, participants reported a higher level of student motivation if the credential aligned with students’ post-secondary career plans, but participants acknowledged the perceived benefits of credentials regardless of the area that it aligned with. Participants placed a high value on industry credentials that would directly link students to job opportunities and post-secondary job markets upon a student’s graduation.

Enhanced Student Confidence and Motivation

	Participants generally agreed that earning industry credentials appeared to help boost their students’ self-esteem, confidence, and drive them to achieve other personal goals. While obtaining industry credentials offered via Agricultural Education programs may serve as the necessary motivation for successful completion for some students, participants relayed a variety of methods they used to help increase student interest and motivation in obtaining the various industry credentials offered within Agricultural Education programs. Further, many participants shared that specialized graduation regalia and designation incentives were often available to students who earn at least one industry credential at their respective schools. Kara (pseudonym) said, “They earn their [industry] certificate… and they get a special cord to wear at graduation.”

Limited Resources for Implementation and Completion

	Participants identified several limitations to successful industry credential implementation, such as time, equipment availability, and resources. Brad (pseudonym) indicated, “I guess the biggest obstacle for any of these industry certifications has been cost.” Further, participants reported struggling to meet students’ Individualized Education Program (IEP) accommodations and requirements in both the implementation of the designated industry credentialing curricula and their aligned assessments. Participants frequently noted that such barriers often limited student success or their own ability to implement industry credentialing.

Misalignment Among Stakeholder Groups

Participants in the study identified several stakeholders when considering the industry credentialing process. Further, they frequently identified misalignment among the various stakeholder groups, including industry partners, agriculture teachers, local communities, schools and school administrators, and students themselves. For example, however, participants seemed to feel that there is a general lack of understanding or recognition by industry professionals regarding several industry credentialing offerings approved for use in Kentucky Agricultural Education programming. Mallory (pseudonym) stated, “They do not get hired or get a raise because they have that [credential].” Participants also identified perceived misalignment between state-level educational standards and state-approved industry credential curricula and platforms.

Program Validation via Student Achievement

	Participants in this study generally praised industry credentialing options as a way to gain both recognition and validation for their respective Agricultural Education programs, even if there may be ambiguity surrounding what the individual industry credential itself meant. Participants also noted positive feedback from their respective school administrators regarding their own successes in implementing industry credentialing. Kenzie (pseudonym) expressed, “Right now the [school] superintendent we have is all about the certifications. So, they really, really push that here…Any CTE pathway, they really push certifications.” Per the participants, parents, and community members also showed support for the participants and their respective Agricultural Education programs when industry credentialing success was shared publicly. 

Increased Program Enrollment

	Several participants also noted that they perceived Agricultural Education program-related enrollment benefits and linked students’ successful completion of industry credentials to increased program enrollment. Participants often noted that Agricultural Education program stakeholders’ recognition of students’ success regarding industry credentialing appeared to positively impact course enrollment. Mallory (pseudonym) indicated, “When we have a high pass rate, our enrollment goes up.”

Conclusions, Recommendations, and Limitations

The participants in our study provided insight into industry credentialing with Kentucky Agricultural Education programming. Based on our findings, we concluded that participants: (1) perceived there to be positive impacts resulting from practical, intentional employment of industry credentialing within their respective Agricultural Education programs, (2) perceived there to be some uncertainty regarding the value or appropriateness of certain state-approved industry credentialing options, and (3) prioritized positive, student-focused outcomes of industry credentialing efforts within Agricultural Education programming. The human capital development process is facilitated by enhanced training and education for individuals, which yields measurable dividends for our society (Becker, 1993). Our findings lend support to appropriately and intentionally using industry credentialing within Agricultural Education programming to strengthen the development of human capital for the agricultural industry, which is an intent of Agricultural Education programs (Stripling & Ricketts, 2016). 

	We recommend that: (1) Kentucky Agricultural Education leaders and stakeholders carefully review our study and adjust their industry credentialing infrastructure and processes where appropriate and (2) our study be replicated with additional populations of agriculture teachers and, if practical, teachers of other CTE subject matter areas. Regarding limitations, our findings cannot be generalized beyond those nine agriculture teachers who participated in our study. Moreover, as a result of selection bias, the findings presented within our study may reflect perspectives from agriculture teachers who have largely positive or negative experiences with industry credentialing. Further, our study focused only on one state’s agriculture teachers and did not include teachers from other areas of CTE. Deeper exploration of this topic elsewhere may yield useful information to those respective states’ Agricultural Education and CTE stakeholders.
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