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Becoming Agricultural Educators: A Q-Methodological Study of Professional Identity Formation in Pre-Service Teachers
Introduction/Literature Review
Each career field has a set of standards and practices that workers within that field are expected to uphold, along with policies that shape their daily work. While these standards are consistent across the profession, everyone within the field will interpret them through their own personal lens, shaped by their individual beliefs, experiences, and knowledge. This process contributes to a person’s professional identity. Professional identity is defined as the way one perceives oneself in their professional life and the type of professional the individual aspires to be (Beijaard et al., 2004; Buchanan, 2015; Ozbay & Ozedmir, 2023). Professional identity is not a stable entity, but rather an ever-evolving concept based on involvement in the community, personal experiences, and it changes over time (Wegner, 1998). Understanding professional identity is essential in understanding that individual’s sense of purpose within a career field. 
In education, professional identity is a crucial concept to research because it influences how teachers approach their work. It has been argued that these concepts or images of self strongly determine the way teachers teach, the way they develop as teachers, and their attitudes toward educational changes (Beijaard, 2004). Research has been conducted to evaluate the need for professional identity development, and it has shown that the early development of teacher identity impacts preservice teachers throughout their careers. Peressini et al. (2004) explain that teacher preparation programs often focus on equipping pre-service teachers with the technical skills and knowledge of educational theories necessary for success, but there is a lack of support for developing their professional identity. Even as preservice teachers, the formulation of their professional identity is crucial because it affects how they react to learning during the preservice era, and it also influences the types of professional development they participate in during their teaching career (Peressini et al., 2004).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]The development of professional identity within school-based agriculture education (SBAE) teachers is particularly complex. While they are teachers in the classroom, they also serve multiple roles outside of the classroom, including supervisor for Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE) projects and advising local chapters of the National FFA Organization (NAAE, n.d.). The multi-faceted role that agriscience teachers play makes it challenging for individuals to define their professional identity, a difficulty that is even more pronounced in the preservice years as they navigate these different responsibilities before managing a classroom of their own, highlighting the importance of intentional support to help preservice teachers develop their professional identity (VanTyne, 2021). As noted by Shoulders and Myers (2011), the distinct characteristics and demands of agricultural teachers make for unique professional identities that deserve focused attention. 
Therefore, as important as developing a professional identity is, the purpose of this study is to explore how preservice agricultural education teachers perceive their own professional identity and, through the study, evaluate the need for incorporating identity development support within agricultural teacher preparation programs going forward. 

Purpose/Questions
	The purpose of this study is to explore the subjective perspectives of pre-service SBAE teachers during their teacher preparation program on their experiences and values in developing their professional identity. The guiding research question for this study is: What are the subjective perspectives of pre-service SBAE teachers regarding the factors that contribute to their development of personal identity?
Methods
Q methodology was employed to explore the subjective perspectives of pre-service agriculture teachers regarding the development of their professional identity. Originally developed by Stephenson (1953), Q methodology is a mixed-method design used to study personal subjectivity, defined as “the influence of personal beliefs or feelings rather than facts” (Cambridge University Press & Assessment, 2024). This approach allowed for the analysis of participants’ beliefs, values, and sense of belonging within their teacher preparation program. A concourse of 61 statements, adapted from Woo’s (2013) Professional Identity Scale in Counseling and modified for SBAE following Gates et al. (2020), represented six domains of identity formation: knowledge of the profession, philosophy of the profession, professional roles and expertise, attitude, engagement behaviors, and interaction.
Participants included 11 in-person, pre-service teachers enrolled in the University of Georgia agricultural education preparation program. All participants were completing upper-level coursework and field observations in preparation for student teaching in Spring 2026. Participants ranged from 21 to 29 years old, with eight pursuing a Bachelor of Science in Agricultural Education and three pursuing a Master of Science in Agricultural Leadership, Education, and Communication. The group represented a diverse range of backgrounds in SBAE experience prior to their teacher preparation program. During one 60–80-minute session, each participant completed the 61-statement Q-sort, first categorizing items as “Does describe me,” “Neutral,” or “Does not describe me,” and then ranking them from -5 to +5 in a forced-distribution bell curve. Each session concluded with a semi-structured interview, allowing participants to elaborate on their rankings and provide further insights.
Quantitative Q-sort data were analyzed using KADE Ken-Q Analysis software for correlation, factor extraction, and loading. Qualitative data were analyzed through inductive, deductive, and abductive coding (Watts & Stenner, 2012). The crib sheet method was used to interpret the meaning of each statement and factor holistically. Trustworthiness was enhanced through triangulation of Q-sorts, interviews, and field notes (Creswell, 2013), along with peer debriefing, audit trails, and collaborative coding (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Limitations include a small sample size relative to the number of Q-sort statements and potential timing effects, as data collection occurred over a three-week period while participants were completing coursework that may have influenced their perceptions.
Findings
The analyzed Q-sort data were initially categorized into eight factors to explain the variances between participants. Only two factors with eigenvalues (EV) higher than 1.0 were kept for factor loading (see Table 1). A correlation coefficient (r) was calculated for the factor loadings into the two factors to indicate the amount of correlation between the participant and the idealized factor array, which shared viewpoints (Brown, 1980). For a 61-statement sort, a correlation coefficient of 0.33 (positive or negative) is considered statistically significant at a  0.05 level (Brown, 1980). This factor analysis served as the findings of this study. 
Table 1
Factor Matrix with Defining Sorts Flagged
	Participant
	Factor 1
	Factor 2

	
	r
	Factor Loading
	r
	Factor Loading

	Avery
	0.882
	Flagged
	
	

	Stella
	0.827
	Flagged
	
	

	Quinn
	0.782
	Flagged
	
	

	Jacob
	0.769
	Flagged
	
	

	Isla
	0.692
	Flagged
	
	

	Grace
	0.686
	Flagged
	
	

	Tessa
	
	
	0.675
	Flagged

	Nora
	
	
	0.660
	Flagged

	Spencer
	
	
	0.619
	Flagged

	Hazel
	
	
	0.597
	Flagged

	Lucas
	
	
	0.592
	Flagged

	Eigenvalues
	6.14
	
	1.017
	

	% Explained Variance
	56
	
	9
	



[bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Factor 1: Interaction-Centered Educators
Factor 1 had an EV of 6.14 and accounts for 56% of the variance in responses. Six of the eleven participants loaded into this factor, reflecting students who placed a high value on being student-centered, reflective, and relational for the development of their professional identity, favoring domains such as philosophy, professional roles, interaction, and attitudes/values. Multiple distinguishing statements (; van Excel & de Graaf, 2005) emerged from the data analysis. Consistent highly ranked statements (+3 or higher) included: 1) regardless of my different roles (e.g., teacher, FFA advisor, SAE supervisor), my primary goal is always to support the growth and success of my students, 2) the SBAE profession provides unique and valuable services to students, schools, and community by preparing students for leadership, careers, and lifelong learning, 3) I seek feedback and consultation from peers, classmates, or colleagues as a form of professional growth and development in agricultural education, and 4) I consistently self-evaluate and reflect on my effectiveness and performance as a developing SBAE teacher to improve my professional practice.
The distinguishing statements were highlighted throughout the interviews. Jacob discussed how, during the Q-sort, it was easier to sort philosophy statements as a higher value. He explained, “I think about the students holistically, and how I can focus on the students and their personal needs.” With intentional relations being important for participants loaded in Isla shared how much she has learned from her classmates, including saying, “[Student] and I were working on stuff last night… She has been my savior and she’s the one you has taught me about areas of content I don’t know.” Along with those who help, mentor, and offer professional growth, Quinn also reflected that she self-reflects frequently. She explained, 
I really want to fix what’s going on as best I could is I wanted to become an ag teacher, to it right, do it to my best, and be super involved in the classroom and outside of the classroom. Not just involved in FFA, but also involved in teaching students, because classroom is where you get to impact the most students.
On the other hand, there were three distinguishing statements that were consistently ranked low (-3 or lower) across participants that loaded into Factor 1 pertaining to conducting research in SBAE, advocating for SBAE related to legislation and funding, and regularly communicating with a mentee (e.g., peer, underclassman, etc.) in SBAE. Quinn summarized why statements like these were ranked lower in her Q-sort: “I have not done [research]. So experience-based things that I have done that were specific, were very easy to sort as ‘No, I haven’t done that and it doesn’t explain me.’”
[bookmark: OLE_LINK12]Furthermore, three distinguishing statements of Factor 1 that ranked consistently neutral (-1 to +1) included staying connected to SBAE professionals through trainings and professional development, educating the community and public about the importance of agricultural education, and personal beliefs and values being well aligned with the characteristics and core values of the SBAE profession. Isla explained how she completed the Q-sort activity in subjectively choosing the most impactful experiences, saying, “I had to ask what is actually important? My personality, beliefs, and values aligning with what I’m doing is important, but I don’t necessarily think it is the most important thing… To me, it may be to some people.”  
Factor 2: Institutional Advocates for SBAE
Factor 2 had an EV of 1.017 and accounted for 9% of the variance in the studies. Five of the eleven participants loaded into this factor, reflecting students who placed a high value on advocacy-oriented mindsets and structured preparation aligned with the SBAE tradition and legitimacy. Factor 2’s participants favored the professional identity domains of knowledge, structure, and policy. Multiple distinguishing statements () emerged from the data analysis. Consistent highly ranked statements (+3 or higher) included: 1) I educate the community and public about the importance and impact of agricultural education and the SBAE profession, 2) I value the various professional roles an SBAE teacher can hold (e.g., classroom educator, FFA advisor, SAE supervisor, mentor, and advocate), 3) I believe core SBAE teacher preparation courses should be taught by agricultural education faculty rather than by faculty of unrelated disciplines, 4) my personality, beliefs, and values are well aligned with the characteristics and core values of the SBAE profession, and 5) I believe supervision and mentorship are essential for pre-service SBAE teachers to ensure quality teaching, effective program management, and professional growth.
These distinguishing positive statements were highlighted throughout the qualitative interview data. Tessa explained her passion for advocating for SBAE and the reason why she ranked it so high in the Q-sort, saying, 
I educate the community even just talking about the importance of SBAE, but also super important to me is advocating for the students and the program and what’s actually happening. Because you can’t advocate for the students in your program without getting students in your program. 
Nora echoed this sentiment while explaining it was much easier to sort cards into the lower categories because she did not “have an education background” but consistently was ranking statements regarding advocacy because “being advocates for agriculture is in my mind second nature, I know what I am doing there.” Additionally, Vince elaborated on the mentors, including his former agriculture teacher, who encouraged him to pursue teaching as a career, saying, “He saw that I was passionate about what I was doing already, especially fighting food insecurity and teaching people self-sufficient gardening practices…That relationship really influenced me.” 
Conversely, two distinguishing statements that were consistently ranked low (-3 or lower) within Factor 2 included staying connected to SBAE professionals through training and professional development, and seeking feedback from peers, classmates, or colleagues as a form of professional growth. Hazel explained that, as someone who did not come from a strong SBAE background, she felt behind in networking compared to her peers who did. She said, “I think that’s [professional networks] where I feel behind, because [peer] has people’s cell phone numbers, knows about all these contests, how to judge them, what to do, and where to go…I emailed [FFA staff] and never got a response.”
Moreover, participants who loaded into Factor 2 had two distinguishing statements, ranked consistently neutral (-1 to +1), pertaining to consistently self-evaluating their effectiveness as a developing SBAE teacher and being familiar with professional resources that they can access when needed. Vince explained that during the early years of his undergraduate degree, he didn’t fully recognize the importance of absorbing course content for his future as an SBAE teacher. He now believes that meaningful self-evaluation requires experiencing some level of failure in real-time, but he does not think that opportunity truly arises until the student teaching internship.
Consensus Among Factors 1 and 2
Across both factors, participants shared a strong belief in holistic, student-centered teaching within SBAE. They emphasized the importance of viewing students as whole individuals whose academic, personal, leadership, and career development needs should be integrated into instruction. Statements such as “I believe it is important to empower students by emphasizing their personal strengths, skills, and interests within agricultural education programs” and “I believe effective teacher-student relationships in SBAE are based on mutual respect, trust, and collaboration” reflect this unified philosophy. Participants also agreed that advocacy is a key aspect of their professional role, with many expressing that supporting both students and SBAE programs is central to their identity as educators. While there was moderate acknowledgment of the importance of SBAE history, philosophy, and ethical guidelines, these items were not as strongly endorsed as those emphasizing student-centered and advocacy-focused practices. Both groups clearly rejected rigid, standardized testing and one-size-fits-all teaching approaches, instead valuing individualized instruction that supports students’ unique strengths and needs.
Conclusions and Discussion
	The findings of this study reinforce prior research (Beijaard et al., 2004; Buchanan, 2015; Ozbay Ozedmir, 2023), emphasizing that professional identity formation among preservice teachers is shaped by both personal beliefs and the contextual demands of their discipline. Consistent with Peressini et al. (2004) and Shoulders and Myers (2011), this study revealed that preservice agricultural education teachers develop professional identities rooted in purpose, relationships, and advocacy, rather than solely in technical skills or disciplinary knowledge. The two perspectives identified, interaction-centered educators and institutional advocates for SBAE, align with VanTyne’s (2021) argument that SBAE teachers must navigate multiple professional roles, balancing instruction, mentorship, and community leadership. Participants across both factors expressed a holistic, student-centered philosophy that valued relational teaching, advocacy for students, and alignment with SBAE values, while showing more moderate endorsement of historical and philosophical knowledge.
This balance between relationships and professional knowledge reflects the complex nature of SBAE identity formation. Preservice teachers appeared to anchor their professional sense of self more in lived experiences and peer relationships than in the abstract history or formal structure of the profession. This supports Beijaard’s (2004) assertion that identity is an evolving construct shaped through practice and reflection rather than something fixed or predetermined. These findings also suggest that preservice teachers’ immediate environments, such as mentorship, peer collaboration, and practical coursework, may have a stronger influence on identity development than traditional content or methods instruction. Limitations of this study include the small sample size of preservice teachers from a single university program, which limits the generalizability of findings. Additionally, participants were at varying stages of their coursework during data collection, which may have influenced their perspectives on professional identity development.
Based on the findings of this research, we offer multiple recommendations for future practice and research. In practice, agricultural education teacher preparation programs should embed structured opportunities for preservice teachers to reflect on their professional growth, such as identity-based journaling, mentorship pairings, and guided discussions that connect philosophy to classroom realities. These efforts can strengthen preservice teachers’ sense of belonging and confidence as they transition into their multifaceted professional roles. Future research should continue to examine how professional identity develops across the teacher preparation continuum, particularly during student teaching and the early years of classroom practice. Comparative or longitudinal studies may help identify how different program structures, institutional cultures, and mentoring approaches influence the formation of professional identity within SBAE and broader contexts of teacher education.
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