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A Phenomenological Exploration of First-Year SBAE Teachers’ Experiences in a Mandated Induction Program
Introduction
Teacher attrition is a global challenge, and multiple countries have experienced teacher shortages (Kelly et al., 2019; Lindqvist et al., 2014). The United States experiences a national attrition rate of 8% annually (Taie, 2023). The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics predicted an approximate annual attrition rate of 270,000 teachers from 2016-2026 (Torpey, 2018). This attrition rate would leave the U.S. with a shortage of 112,000 teachers (Sutcher et al., 2019). School districts will pay upwards of $1 billion annually to fill this gap (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2014). In addition to the economic impact, schools lose human capital, directly impacting student achievement, when teachers leave the profession (Elyashiv & Navon, 2021). 

Recruiting new teachers has been the favored strategy to fill the gap (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003). However, this strategy will no longer suffice as 25% of certified teachers never enter the classroom (Cowan et al., 2016; Ingersoll, 2001), and another 40% to 50% who do will leave before their sixth year (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003). Early career teachers leave the profession for multiple reasons, such as heavy workloads, work/life balance, lack of support, and lack of resources (Barlow, 2021; Buchanan, 2010; Karsenti & Collin, 2013). 

In addition to balancing their career and personal lives, beginning teachers struggled to plan curriculum and manage student behavior (Disberger et al., 2022; Myers et al., 2005). Perhaps the most concerning challenge beginning SBAE teachers face is the success trap. Triani et al. (2020) described this trap as experiencing success in their program and later feeling pressured to meet or exceed the previous level of success. Early career teachers reported they felt pressure to succeed from people in power positions in their schools, communities, and their peers in agricultural education (Triani et al., 2020). This perceived pressure to succeed led early career teachers to feel they must “grin and bear” the challenges they faced on a day-to-day basis (Triani et al., 2020). 

New teachers need support as they begin their careers and induction programs are one avenue for providing it. Induction programs were established to support first-year teachers as they transition into full-time teachers (Odell, 1986). Support for early career SBAE teachers varies in length, activities, and expectations (Disberger et al., 2022; Odell, 1986). However, the primary goal is to help new teachers acclimate to their new role (Franklin & Molina, 2012; Odell, 1986). A challenge facing induction program coordinators is providing relevant and timely assistance (Odell, 1986) because new teachers move through developmental stages, and as they progress, their needs change (Disberger et al., 2022; Odell, 1986). Common needs of beginning teachers include school information, materials, and instructional support (Odell, 1986). These needs are also true of SBAE teachers. However, agricultural teachers have additional responsibilities related to FFA and SAE (Joerger & Boettcher, 2000). 

“For the agricultural education profession, it is essential for the beginning agricultural teacher programs to be designed with the specific need of agricultural teachers in mind” (Disberger et al., 2022, p. 133). First-year SBAE teachers sought guidance for FFA events, such as planning a trip to National FFA Convention and fundraising (Disberger et al., 2023). Supervised agricultural experiences were another area where teachers sought assistance (Disberger et al., 2023; Joerger & Boettcher, 2000). Teachers knew they needed to include SAEs in their curriculum, but due to their heavy workload, they struggled to include this component of the three-circle model (Disberger et al., 2023). 

Previous research indicated most induction program coordinators survey the participants to determine what topics would be beneficial to include in the program (Odell, 1986). Disberger et al. (2023) supported this recommendation by suggesting the use of qualitative and quantitative methods to gather information from beginning teachers on their preferred support methods. However, there seems to be a lack of research on the effectiveness of induction programs, especially in the context of SBAE. 

Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to explore the experiences of Oklahoma agricultural education teachers as they participated in the state-mandated teacher induction program. The research questions for this study were:

1. What are the experiences of Oklahoma agricultural education teachers as they participate in the first-year teacher induction program?
2. How do Oklahoma agricultural education teachers describe the impact of the teacher induction program on their pedagogical practices and classroom management?
3. In what ways does the first-year teacher induction program facilitate participation in or formation of a community of practice?

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

Wenger’s (1998) theory of communities of practice (CoP) guided this study. CoPs include “… groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly” (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015, p. 1). 

Development and Components of Communities of Practice 
CoPs are all around us and can form with or without formal oversight (Wenger, 1998). CoPs have five stages of development which include potential, coalescing, active, dispersed, and memorable (Wenger, 1998). The potential stage is when the future CoP members are facing similar situations and are beginning to find each other. The coalescing stage is when the members come together, realize their potential, and then move into the active stage to begin developing a practice (Wenger, 1998). During the dispersed stage, the members are less engaged; however, the community remains the central hub for knowledge. Finally, CoPs in the memorable stage are no longer involved, but people recall it being a significant part of their identity (Wenger, 1998). 

CoPs can exist in any organization as membership is based upon participation instead of official status or affiliations (Wenger, 1998). The three defining characteristics of a CoP are (a) mutual engagement, (b) joint enterprise, and (c) a shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998). Mutual engagement defines the coherence of the community, joint enterprise is the shared practices of the community members, and a shared repertoire is the development of shared knowledge over time (Wenger, 1998).

Communities of Practice in SBAE
In SBAE, agricultural teachers’ joint enterprise is successfully preparing students for an agricultural career (Claflin et al., 2023; See Figure 1). Their mutual engagement is when SBAE teachers use their shared repertoire or knowledge to work together to achieve the goal of their joint enterprise. Claflin et al. (2023) said, “...teachers participate in a community of practice through attending conferences and meetings, chaperoning students at FFA events, and working with other agricultural teachers at county fairs and events” (p. 101). New CoP members can interact with other members at these events and begin to participate in the community (Claflin et al., 2023). 

Figure 1
Components of an SBAE Community of Practice 
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SBAE teachers also use online social media groups to interact and share resources (Teixeira et al., 2021). California teachers utilized their Facebook group to seek collaboration on a range of topics, including curriculum and FFA events (Teixeira et al., 2021). Teachers used the vCoP during times of need, such as the beginning of the school year, National FFA Convention, and State FFA Convention. Teachers used the vCoP to collaborate with other SBAE teachers and share resources, especially surrounding classroom instruction (Teixeira et al., 2021). 

Communities of Practice for Early Career Teachers 
As new teachers participate in a community of practice, they learn from the existing members through collaboration and observations (Wenger, 1998). New teachers struggle to create instructional content at the beginning of the school year (Myers et al., 2005), and a CoP could provide the support they need to start the year. New teacher induction programs play a role in the formation of CoPs. By participating in an induction program, teachers are often asked to engage in activities that foster collaboration among the participants (Franklin & Molina, 2012). Disberger et al. (2022) recommended induction programs bring new teachers together to ease the feeling of isolation and confirm others are facing the same challenges they face. Induction program activities fostered a sense of belonging by encouraging collaboration with others teaching similar subjects (Nielsen et al., 2007). Feelings of belonging are crucial to teacher retention, as De Lay and Washburn (2013) found teachers considered leaving the profession when they did not interact with other agricultural teachers. However, there is a scarcity of research focused on induction programs and how they facilitate the creation of a CoP. Thus, this study explored the experiences of Oklahoma teachers as they participated in an SBAE specific induction program. 

Methodology

This study aims to explore teachers’ experiences in Oklahoma’s Beginning Teacher Workshop Series. As such, the theoretical perspective of hermeneutic phenomenology guided this study. Phenomenology’s roots are in philosophy, centered around the concept that individual experiences are both subjective and objective (Creswell, 2016; Creswell & Poth, 2025). Phenomenology explores the context in which a phenomenon happened: “the context may be the specific setting, individuals, conversations, the workplace, or the home” (Creswell, 2016, p. 262). In addition to the phenomenon’s context, phenomenology strives to discover the essence of the phenomenon. Creswell (2016) described the essence as an individual’s commonality regarding an identified phenomenon. Moreover, this perspective strives to make meaning of the lived experiences (Bhattacharya, 2017). 

A phenomenological study should only include participants who experienced the phenomena being studied (Creswell, 2016). To align with this standard, we employed a census sampling technique to include all secondary agricultural teachers enrolled in the New Teacher Workshop Series, conducted by the Oklahoma Career and Technical Education Office. The program is a requirement for all first-year agricultural teachers, agricultural teachers new to Oklahoma, and agricultural teachers returning to the classroom after a 5-year absence. In addition, traditionally certified, alternatively certified, and emergency certified agricultural teachers were enrolled. During the 2024-2025 school year, 62 agricultural teachers enrolled in the program. Oklahoma State University does not participate in the facilitation of the induction program. 

The six participants who agreed to be in this study were assigned pseudonyms. Four of the participants were female (Jess, CeCe, Reagan, May), and two were male (Nick and Schmidt). Three participants were traditionally certified through a teacher preparation program (CeCe, Schmidt, and May), one participant was alternatively certified (Nick), and two participants were emergency certified (Jess and Reagan). Two of the participants had previous experience as classroom teachers (Nick and Jess).

To gain an in-depth understanding of the participants' experiences, perspectives, and the meanings they derived from the program, interviews were chosen as the primary source of data collection (Bhattacharya, 2017). We developed a semi-structured interview guide to allow for flexibility as the participants shared their experiences (Bhattacharya, 2017). To ensure the questions centered around the phenomenon, we met with the program coordinator to discuss the program structure and goals. The interviews were conducted via Zoom™ and transcribed verbatim. The data were analyzed using the constant comparative method. 

We used a member check to ensure credibility (Bhattacharya, 2017). Once the data were analyzed and summarized, the report was sent to all participants (Motulsky, 2021). The participants were asked to read the report and share their thoughts regarding the accuracy of the interpretation. Any changes they wished to make were communicated via email; however, no changes were requested. In addition, we aimed to ensure transferability by providing a thick description (Flick, 2023). To be reflexive, we must recognize our positionality (Flick, 2023). We are all associated with Oklahoma State University and have had experiences in and around SBAE. 

Findings 

Four themes emerged during the analysis to answer the research questions: (1) cohort connects: “getting to know my new teacher cohort”, (2) resources: mostly “tangible and useful”, (3) program emphasis: “how to play ag teacher”, and (4) program reflections: diverse views on effectiveness. 

Cohort Connections: “Getting to Know my New Teacher Cohort” 
As the participants discussed their experience in the induction program, they highlighted the connections they made with their cohort members. The participants revealed how the program administrator facilitated the formation of relationships between cohort members by arranging seating assignments, so the participants had to sit with new people each time. In addition, participants were free to attend lunch with one another, and the program included a dinner social to strengthen the relationships further. When asked how they have maintained their relationship outside of the workshop, the participants explained they socialize with each other at FFA events such as CDE contests and fairs. Further, the participants assisted one another by serving on officer interview panels, sharing their expertise, and offering emotional support. May said, “I really enjoyed getting to know some of the people in my new teacher cohort, because those are the people that I tend to more often than not ask questions to.” 

Resources: Mostly “Tangible and Useful”
The teachers reported they received a variety of resources throughout the program, with the most helpful being those provided by guest speakers. The guest presenters covered a variety of topics, including career development events (CDE), leadership development events (LDE), officer retreats, and catering. The program facilitator provided the participants with the presentations and materials the guest speakers presented, and they would refer to them at times. Reagan appreciated the guest speakers who were experienced SBAE teachers. She said “…hearing from people in the field is what changed my perspective from being just a teacher here for a job to I’m here to change the lives of students”. May shared that the most impactful resources she received were from an experienced teacher who shared how she manages her FFA point system, FFA banquet, and the FFA officer retreat. May said, “…what I’ve used most is her officer retreat stuff … I don’t know why that stuck to me, but I think it’s because it was so tangible and useful.” CeCe mentioned the experience where teachers presented resources for various CDEs was particularly useful as she entered the CDE season. She said, “I took a lot of that information back home and was able to train teams on my own with that information and tools.” Despite all the positive comments about the resources, not everyone found the provided resources to be helpful, as Schmidt said “…most of that stuff I either stacked up on my desk or my bookcase that I’ve never looked at again.” 

Program Emphasis: “How to Play Ag Teacher”
The participants revealed the induction program did not focus on pedagogical practices, instead focusing on managing an FFA chapter. The participants unanimously said the program did not influence their teaching practices. CeCe explained, “I don’t think it impacts the actual teaching portion; it just helped navigate the FFA side of things like awards and SAEs.” Schmidt went on to say “…there really wasn’t much about how to teach, it was more of how to play ag teacher.” 

Program Reflections: Diverse Views on Effectiveness 
The participants expressed a wide variety of perceptions about their experience in the program. Jess found the program to be very helpful, and she went on to say that she would highly recommend it. However, other participants found the program to be lacking in certain areas. Nick said he would describe his experience as “ho hum,” and Schmidt said, “There were good lessons in there, but a lot of it didn’t pertain to me.” Participants suggested the program facilitators should be more intentional about the dates of the meetings to better prepare the participants for timely professional development. 

Conclusions/Discussion/Implications/Recommendations

This study explored the lived experiences of novice teachers participating in a state-mandated teacher induction program. The findings revealed themes of (1) cohort connects: “getting to know my new teacher cohort”, (2) resources: mostly “tangible and useful”, (3) program emphasis: “how to play ag teacher”, and (4) program reflections: diverse views on effectiveness. Participants consistently emphasized the importance of the connections they formed with one another during the program. Perhaps the induction program guided participants through the potential and coalescing stages, ultimately reaching the active stage of a CoP (Wenger, 1998). In addition, resources: mostly “tangible and useful” supports De Lay & Washburn (2013), who stated novice teachers' biggest concern was the amount of content knowledge required. The participants in this study repeatedly mentioned the resources they found most helpful were those they could readily implement in their programs. Although the program did not directly impact the teacher’s pedagogical practices, it did strive to support new teachers with FFA and SAE-related responsibilities. This programmatic decision aligns with Disberger et al. (2023) and Joerger and Boettcher (2000), who found new teachers struggled with managing aspects of FFA and SAEs. The participants’ perceptions of the program’s effectiveness varied widely. Even though the alternatively and emergency certified teachers found the program to be helpful, the teacher who participated in a traditional teacher preparation program found the program to be lacking. Perhaps program facilitators should collaborative with Oklahoma State University faculty when making programmatic content decision to mitigate participant disengagement. 

The findings showcased potential recommendations for program improvement. It is crucial to provide new teachers with relevant and timely assistance (Odell, 1986); therefore, program facilitators should cross-reference session topics with the FFA calendar to assist teachers with the requirements in advance. In addition, some participants perceived they were already familiar with the content, and thus the sessions did not pertain to them. Perhaps, program facilitators should offer breakout sessions, allowing teachers to choose which session they would like to attend. Further research should include investigating the specific needs of alternatively certified teachers, traditionally certified teachers, teachers returning to the classroom, and teachers from out of state to assist with programmatic decisions. 
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