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Introduction, Purpose, and Objectives 
 
Teacher turnover has been a persistent issue in education, with significant consequences on instructional quality, school culture, and student achievement (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019). Within agricultural education, the challenge of retaining qualified teachers is even greater as it is a multifaceted profession with extensive responsibilities in classroom instruction, FFA advisement, and Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE) programs (Boone & Boone, 2009; Roberts & Dyer, 2004). The complexity of these diverse responsibilities often leads to increased workload, role stress, and burnout, which contribute to higher attrition rates among agricultural educators (Crutchfield et al., 2013; Kitchel et al., 2012; Walker et al., 2004).

Chronic teacher turnover is defined as the recurring and sustained loss of educators, specifically the loss of 31% of a school’s teachers each year for four years (Allensworth et al., 2009). This chronic turnover creates instability that destabilizes student learning, weakens departmental continuity, and increases the workload on remaining teachers and administrators (Ronfeldt et al., 2013). When turnover becomes cyclical, schools face additional challenges in recruiting new teachers and maintaining high-quality programs that meet both academic and community standards (Farahmandpour & Voelkel, 2025; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011). While research in agricultural education has identified several causes of turnover, including work-life imbalance, inadequate administrative support, and limited resources (Eck & Edwards, 2019; Smith et al., 2024), there is a lack of research exploring the actions administrators take to address these issues. 

Administrators play a critical role in addressing teacher retention through creating supportive work environments, implementing mentoring programs, and establishing policies that influence teachers’ satisfaction and career longevity (Brown, 2025; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Sutcher et al., 2016). Effective administrative leadership not only shapes teacher satisfaction but also creates a culture of support and belonging that can mitigate feelings of isolation and burnout among agricultural educators (Still & Solomonson, 2024). Understanding the strategies administrators currently employ and the barriers they perceive in implementing retention initiatives can provide valuable insights to inform efforts to address chronic turnover in agricultural science programs.
 
The purpose of this study was to explore how administrators experience and interpret ongoing challenges associated with chronic teacher turnover in Texas secondary agricultural education programs. These findings will enable issue identification, hopefully alleviating these outcomes in the future. This study was guided by the following research questions:
RQ 1: What are the current retention strategies implemented by administrators?
RQ 2: What are the perceived barriers to mitigating the chronic teacher turnover within agricultural science programs?



Theoretical Framework 

 This study was guided by the four-capital theoretical model for teacher retention (Mason & Matas, 2015). Mason and Matas (2015) pose that teacher retention is influenced by four interdependent forms of capital: human, social, structural, and positive psychological. Human capital refers to the collective skills, knowledge, and competencies that teachers bring to their roles and that schools can invest in to improve teacher effectiveness and job satisfaction (Caverley et al., 2014). Retention strategies that enhance professional growth, such as ongoing professional development or mentoring, improve this capital. Social capital involves the networks and relationships of trust and reciprocity among teachers, administrators, and the school community. Administrators play a key role in building a sense of belonging and shared purpose among their teachers and staff. Structural capital encompasses the organizational systems, resources, and working conditions in a teacher’s professional environment. Policies related to workload, compensation, and administrative support are all key components of this capital. Finally, positive psychological capital reflects teachers’ attitudes and mental states, including self-efficacy, optimism, and resilience. Each of these factors has a direct influence on their career persistence and satisfaction. 
By using this model, this study aimed to interpret administrators’ strategies and barriers through the lens of the four capitals of teacher retention. This framework provided a comprehensive understanding of how administrative leadership, organizational structures, and support systems intersect to influence the stability of agricultural education programs. It also provided a structure for interpreting not only what strategies administrators employ but also why certain efforts succeed or fail based on the balance of capital within their programs.
Methods
 
  This study used a phenomenological approach to explore the experiences and mindsets of administrators who manage chronic teacher turnover on their campuses (Creswell & Poth, 2023). Giorgi (2009) described phenomenology as a study that focuses on understanding the essence of a phenomenon through individuals’ experiences and perceptions. The researchers applied bracketing to minimize bias and focus directly on all participants’ perspectives.  

Participants were identified through a purposive sampling strategy, enabling the researcher to select individuals who could offer meaningful insights into the phenomenon. Seven participants, who had direct oversight of their campus and district CTE programs, were selected for participation. They were comprised of CTE directors, coordinators, or campus-level administrators, all of whom had prior teaching experience, and represented student populations ranging from 250 to over 2,000. Most importantly, all met Allensworth et al.’s (2009) definition of chronic teacher turnover. A panel of experts assisted with identifying participants. The panel included the Executive Director of the Agriculture Teachers Association of Texas and two agricultural education faculty members. Following IRB approval, the research team recruited participants through phone calls and emails to schedule virtual interviews, after obtaining verbal consent. 

Virtual, semi-structured interviews were conducted using a protocol informed by the four-capital model for teacher retention (Mason & Matas, 2015). Interview questions examined administrators’ current recruitment and retention strategies, barriers to teacher retention, and approaches to addressing chronic teacher turnover. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and prepared by the researcher prior to analysis. An inductive thematic approach was used for the analysis. In-vivo coding preserved participants’ original language, and pattern coding was applied to identify broad thematic categories (Saldaña, 2025). First, two researchers independently coded all seven transcripts to ensure intercoder reliability was established. Rigor was ensured in this study through confirmability (audit trail), credibility (triangulation of researchers), dependability (systematic documentation), and transferability (thick description) (Creswell & Creswell, 2022). 

The positionality of the research team played a significant role in shaping both the process and the interpretation of the findings. The researchers in this study included a preservice agricultural education student and two experienced agricultural science educators. Due to their experience with the profession, all understood the challenges faced by agricultural educators, which enlightened their understanding and sensitivity towards participants’ experiences. The researcher’s background can also lead to potential biases and assumptions that need to be addressed. To address potential bias, the team employed reflexive practices, including journaling and structured reflection, to examine how personal experiences and beliefs influenced data interpretation and participant interactions.

Results/ Findings
RQ1: Current Recruitment and Retention Strategies 
Participants shared the recruitment and retention strategies they have implemented within their programs to address chronic teacher turnover. Three themes emerged within this research question: supporting our teachers, compensating our teachers, and helping our teachers. 
 
The first theme, supporting our teachers, emerged as participants shared how they directly assist and support their agricultural science teachers. Within this theme, three sub-themes emerged: mentor support, professional development, and responsibility division. 

The first sub-theme, mentor support, was consistent among three participants. All participants stated that there is a need for a mentoring program to help support their agricultural science teachers. Participant three said that their campus has a mentoring program where their teachers “get paired up with a mentor teacher…but then they also will get paired up with our instructor coach, who takes more of a…teaching role and helps them plan lessons.” Participants believe that this will allow their teachers to feel supported while creating instruction, navigating the campus, and overall feeling cared for during their career. 
 
The second sub-theme, professional development, was consistent among two participants. Both participants shared that they send their teachers to the annual Texas Professional Development conference every year. Participant one shared that they “require them to go to ag teachers conference.” Both participants shared that this conference has an impact on how the teachers return to campus with information that benefits the program. Participant five shared that “they’re just going to come back with so much more from that, and that’s only going to benefit the kids absolutely.”
The third sub-theme, responsibility division, was consistent among three of the participants. These participants reported finding ways to distribute different agricultural science teacher responsibilities among their teachers, thereby avoiding overwork. Participant two stated that they “broke up…barn responsibilities between the ag teachers, as opposed to, you know, just one ag teacher being assigned to one specific role…to give everybody some time off and just so they wouldn't get burned out.” By breaking up responsibilities, participants stated that they are “trying to lessen loads” (Participant 6). 
 
The second theme that emerged was compensating our teachers. This theme was identified by participants sharing how they compensate, or benefit, their agricultural science teachers to reward them for their extended responsibilities. This theme was consistent among six participants. Each participant shared how their teachers “get compensated for extra duty” (Participant 3) through stipends, incentives, pay, and district rewards. Participant one shared that while they “pay a good salary,” they also “have an incentive stipend.” This was a commonality among most participants, who stated that they offer extra money to teachers who do their jobs to help students get certified and recognized through FFA. 

The final theme, helping our teachers, emerged as each participant discussed how they help their agricultural science teachers on an administrative level. Through meetings with other CTE directors, membership in the Texas CTE organization, and the support of a supportive superintendent, participants are exploring new recruitment and retention opportunities. Participant 6 shared a list of methods they have introduced in their district: “I've created a shared additional ag planning period… or time to go check on the Ag farm, or to put in paperwork for travel or for whatever they need to do without it taking into their instructional planning time.” By incorporating extra support structures help to their teachers, participants are wanting to ensure their agricultural science teachers are “not on an island by themselves” (Participant 6).

RQ2: Barriers to Mitigating Turnover
 
Three themes emerged from the second research question regarding the barriers to mitigating chronic teacher turnover: becoming a teacher is challenging, district funding is challenging, and being an ag teacher is challenging. Each theme represents a challenge that participants shared, which they deemed as barriers that make it hard to mitigate turnover in their agricultural science programs. 
 
The first theme that emerged was becoming a teacher is challenging. This was a consistent theme among six participants, each claiming that “the state makes it so…hard to become a teacher” (Participant 2). By discussing the process preservice teachers go through to become teachers, it was evident participants felt that the process is hard, frustrating, and elongated. However, in contrast, participants who come from a district of innovation (DOI) “do think that that's [certifying industry workers to be teachers] very helpful, being able to DOI somebody that's been in industry and use their industry years as their certification, that's definitely that's definitely helped” (Participant 7). 
 
The second theme, district funding is challenging, emerged when participants explained that they cannot meet the pay requirements that other districts can. This has been a factor that has made it difficult to attract new teachers, as there are districts across the state that offer higher salaries. Most of the participants expressed a desire to pay their teachers more, but they simply cannot afford to. Participant 5 shared their experience with this barrier: “We can't compete with some of the larger, you know, schools we can't compete with the [larger school], so some people make a decision to leave because they just, they simply need to make more money” This has also become a barrier because “districts are floundering for money,” participant 7 stated. Each participant had a similar reaction to funding as a driver for why they cannot retain or attract new teachers. 
 
The final theme, being an ag teacher is challenging, was discovered through each participant expressing that retaining teachers is a challenging task. With district regulations, difficult parents, classroom space, and a plethora of FFA responsibilities, retaining teachers has become challenging. The participants have had to oversee all aspects of being an agricultural science teacher and ensure they meet expectations. However, participants stated that there is too much for them to do, as stated by participant 6: 
I mean, like, we're really trying as much as we can to make it easier, but they're still Ag teachers. So, I mean, it's unless FFA decides to stop having as much [teacher requirements], and people think that it's mandatory…we've even limited some of the invitationals and some of the stuff, and… trying to limit the time or away from their families or out of their classroom or with kids, you know, just to help that burnout. But you've got some that make them mad because they feel like they're being punished, and then others who are tired.
To offset this challenge, administrators like participant 6 have tried to “increase the number of teachers so that [they] could have more people doing less activity.” The participants understand the challenges of being a teacher and aim to alleviate these barriers, making it easier to become an agricultural science teacher. 

Conclusions/ Discussion/ Implications/ Recommendations

While participants stated that they are doing a number of things to recruit and retain agricultural science teachers within their programs, it was concluded that they are introducing components of the Four-Capital Theoretical Model for Teacher Retention (Mason & Matas, 2015), but they are not meeting them to their full extent. First, human capital is addressed but not met due to the limited professional development opportunities. Participants utilized social capital by implementing a mentoring program, assisting teachers with instruction, and dividing responsibilities. However, due to the lack of structure and/or effectiveness of these initiatives, the participants still experience chronic teacher turnover. With structural capital, participants acknowledged the challenges of becoming and being an agricultural science teacher, but struggled to find methods to ease the process unless they came from a district of innovation. In addition, participants expressed another concern about the challenges of obtaining district funding, which has impacted resources and incentives available to agricultural science teachers. Finally, with the positive psychological capital, there are methods in place to support their teachers through mentoring and assisting them inside and outside the classroom to offset the effects of burnout. However, despite the lack of resilience and grit development, they still face turnover. This implies that while participants are attempting to address all aspects of the model, they are missing crucial components of each that could solve their chronic teacher turnover issue. This could be fixed by providing more opportunities for professional development through both the Agricultural Teachers Association of Texas and the National Association of Agricultural Educators, building a mentoring program that address more supportive methods than practical and policy-based ones, being more present with their teachers to authentically listen to their issues and work to find solutions, and advocating for their teachers on the district and state level. 
 
Research has shown that work-life imbalance, unsupportive administrative, and limited resources have contributed to teacher turnover (Eck & Edwards, 2019; Smith et al., 2024). It was concluded that the participants are trying to counteract work-life imbalance by dividing FFA and SAE responsibilities across their teachers. They are also trying to provide administrative support by directly helping teachers primarily with instructional support, but stated that due to the challenges associated with district funding, it was difficult to provide them with the resources needed to take their classrooms the extra mile. This implies that while administrators know the causes of turnover, numerous barriers and methods continue to contribute to its persistence. This issue could be resolved by restructuring the roles of agricultural science teachers to better align with the campus's capabilities and the administrator's expectations. 

Participants stated that they have methods in place to combat chronic teacher turnover; however, they faced numerous barriers that they had to work around to address the issue. As concluded by Brown (2025), Ingersoll & Strong (2011), and Sutcher et al. (2016), providing a supportive workplace environment, mentor support, and district and campus policies can serve as ways to avoid chronic teacher turnover. However, participants did voice the barriers they are facing when trying to implement them. This was mainly due to a lack of district and campus funding, as well as policies outside of their control. Although they knew what to do, they struggled to determine the actions they could take based on their perceived control. This issue could be resolved by holding discussions with district and campus leadership to determine what they can control and implement. 

Recommendations for practice include that administrators need to work to discover what today’s agricultural science teachers are looking for in a position. This can be accomplished by simply asking what they need, conducting research, or collaborating with teacher preparation programs to identify areas for improvement. Second, regarding barriers, administrators need to find ways to work past them using district/state-provided resources or restructuring the responsibilities of their agricultural science teachers. This could involve meetings with district and/or campus leadership, applying for grants to enhance teaching experiences, and/or reevaluating the job responsibilities of their teachers. Recommendations for further research include studying the effectiveness of current recruitment and retention methods that programs facing chronic teacher turnover have implemented. Additionally, exploring what current agricultural science teachers are looking for in programs in terms of administrative support and incentives could allow for a better scope of how programs could improve how they attract and keep teachers employed.
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