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Introduction

	The shortage of school-based agricultural education (SBAE) teachers has been well documented and continues to persist (Eck & Edwards, 2019). According to Smith et al. (2025), 107 SBAE teaching positions were unfilled during the 2023-2024 school year, with 33% of those positions lost because of a lack of available teachers. In a study with practicing SBAE teachers, both recruitment and retention of SBAE teachers were identified as major challenges facing agricultural education in the next decade (Estepp et al., 2024). Historically, research has been conducted to attempt to address the teacher shortage from both recruitment and retention perspectives (Eck & Edwards, 2019), however, few studies have examined these topics together. 

From the SBAE teacher retention perspective, researchers have examined factors influencing the decision to leave or remain in the profession. In their synthesis of research, Queen et al. (2025) determined professional relationships with students, administrators, other teachers, and the community can both positively and negatively impact SBAE teachers’ decision to remain in the profession. Additionally, Queen et al. (2025) found salary, school system characteristics, self-efficacy, and work-life balance all could have positive and negative impacts on the decision. Furthermore, stress and burnout negatively impact SBAE teachers and can lead to the decision to leave the profession (Kitchel et al., 2012; Queen et al., 2025). Job satisfaction is another factor frequently studied impacting the SBAE teacher decision to stay or leave (Clemons & Lindner, 2019; Queen et al., 2025; Smalley & Smith, 2017; Sorensen et al., 2016). SBAE teachers are generally satisfied with their job, however low job satisfaction is related to the decision to leave (Norris et al., 2025; Queen et al., 2025).

Researchers have sought to improve recruiting of SBAE teachers through better understanding of factors influencing the decision to teach. Preservice SBAE teachers indicated intrinsic factors such as the desire to help others, passion for agriculture, and enjoyment of teaching positively impacted their decision to teach (Eck et al., 2021; Hainline et al., 2025; Ingram et al., 2018; Lawver & Torres, 2011). They were also drawn to SBAE teaching because of the potential for working in a tight-knit community, having the opportunity to teach in a variety of educational learning environments, leadership opportunities associated with being an SBAE teacher, and the desire for FFA competition (Eck et al., 2021). Previous experiences including competing in FFA events above the chapter level, enrollment in SBAE classes, participating in SAEs, and hands-on agricultural experiences have also positively impacted the decision to teach for preservice SBAE teachers (Ingram et al., 2018; Lawver & Torres, 2012).

Perhaps one of the most frequently documented influences on preservice teachers’ decision to teach agriculture is significant persons in their lives such as SBAE teachers, staff members in colleges of agriculture, and agricultural education college students (Ball & Torres, 2010; Ingram et al., 2018). Preservice teachers indicated their SBAE teacher encouraged them to choose a career in SBAE teaching and served as a role model in their lives (Ingram et al., 2018; Rocca & Washburn, 2008). On the other hand, some preservice teachers reported social pressure not to teach and received encouragement to pursue a more lucrative career (Ingram et al., 2018). 

Studies also have sought advice from current SBAE teachers on how to improve recruiting of potential SBAE teachers at the high school level. SBAE teachers recommended encouraging students to pursue the career, discussing SBAE teaching as a viable career option in class, modeling good SBAE teaching behaviors, involving students interested with SBAE teacher tasks outside the classroom, refraining from speaking negatively about the career, highlighting positive aspects of the career, and running quality SBAE programs (Estepp et al., 2024; Offerman et al., 2024; Park & Rudd, 2005; Wasden & Vincent, 2024). 

While research has examined the teacher shortage from both a retention and recruiting standpoint, few studies have asked current teachers to reflect on the thought process for their own decision while also describing how they are currently doing. With the shortage of SBAE teachers continuing (Smith et al., 2025) and the recommendations to improve recruiting efforts, especially from the SBAE teacher standpoint (Eck & Edwards, 2019; Ingram et al., 2019; Norris et al., 2025; Rocca & Washburn, 2008), the need for this study arises.

Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to identify factors influencing SBAE teacher career choice, career perceptions, and perceived value with the intention of informing future SBAE teacher recruitment practices. The research questions that guided our study were:

1. What are the lived experiences of SBAE teachers related to career choice?
2. What are the lived experiences of SBAE teachers related to career perception?
3. What are the lived experiences of SBAE teachers related to perceived career value?

Theoretical Framework

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) served as a guide for qualitative question development and lens for data interpretation in this study. According to Ajzen (1991), a person’s behavioral intentions can be influenced by three different constructs: attitude toward the behavior, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control. Attitude is an individual’s positive or negative appraisal of performing an action, subjective norms refers to the perceived social pressure from others, and perceived behavioral control is the degree to which individuals perceive themselves as able to perform the behavior. With this qualitative study, we examined SBAE teachers’ behavior from both a retention and recruitment standpoint. From the retention perspective, we asked teachers what led to their decision to remain in the profession (working in reverse through the model). From the recruitment side, we are interested in what factors influenced their decision to choose SBAE teaching as a career. Additionally, we are interested in exploring how SBAE teachers’ own experiences with recruitment and retention interact and influence the behavior of recruiting their own students to become SBAE teachers.

Another variable of interest for this study is job satisfaction, which is the joy derived from work (Mallick, 2021). According to SBAE literature, job satisfaction has the potential to impact teachers’ decision to remain or leave the profession (Clemons & Lindner, 2019; Queen et al., 2025; Smalley & Smith, 2017; Sorensen et al., 2016). We believe job satisfaction may influence attitude toward behavior in the TPB model. Through examination of this variable and those within the TPB, we hope to be able to determine if the reasons SBAE teachers entered the profession hold up over time after they have been teaching.

Methods

A phenomenological research approach utilizing focus group interviews was chosen to accomplish the purpose of this study. Phenomenological studies are effective at exploring states-of-mind and experiences to better describe, communicate, and interpret (Grbich, 2007). Purposive sampling was utilized to select participants to ensure a depth and diversity of perspectives would be offered (Creswell, 2013) and so that selected participants would be able to share experiences relative and significant to the purpose of this study (Maxwell, 2005). Selected research participants were over 18 years of age and currently employed teaching SBAE in Arkansas. Participants were broken into four separate focus groups: traditionally certified early career (0-5 years), middle career (6-19 years), or late career (20+ years), and alternatively certificated with any length of teaching experience. Fifteen participants were identified and interviewed, representing three experience levels and two routes to teacher certification (Table 1). According to Creswell (2013), an exploration of a phenomenon within a heterogeneous group may include up to 15 participants who have all experienced the phenomenon.  

Table 1
Participant Demographics
	[bookmark: _Hlk205531007]Pseudonym
	Focus Group
	Ethnicity
	Gender
	Education
	Years Teaching

	Andrea
	Alternative Certification
	White
	Female
	B.S.
	2

	Dexter
	Alternative Certification
	White
	Male
	B.S.
	5

	Gabrielle
	Alternative Certification
	White
	Female
	M.S.
	9

	Jerry
	Alternative Certification
	White
	Male
	M.S.
	17

	Melissa
	Early Career
	White
	Female
	B.S.
	0

	Pablo
	Early Career
	White
	Male
	B.S.
	3

	Tanya
	Early Career
	White
	Female
	B.S.
	3

	Erin
	Early Career
	White
	Female
	B.S.
	3

	Karen
	Early Career
	White
	Female
	B.S.
	0

	Nestor
	Late Career
	White
	Male
	M.S.
	25

	Van
	Late Career
	White
	Male
	M.S.
	26

	Chantal
	Late Career
	White
	Female
	B.S.
	26

	Imelda
	Late Career
	White
	Female
	M.S.
	33

	Olga
	Middle Career
	White
	Female
	B.S.
	9

	Sebastian
	Middle Career
	White
	Male
	B.S.
	16



Four semi-structured focus group interviews were used for data collection (Moustakas, 1994). Questions posed during the interview were broad, general, and open-ended (Moustakas, 1994) and developed in consideration of prior research and the research questions for this study. Participants were encouraged to expand and reflect on their responses with follow-up questions from the research team. The research team used the opportunities for reflection to check for understanding using statements such as, “this is what I heard you say…is this correct,” allowing participants to elaborate on their responses and clarify if needed. Focus group interviews were conducted through Zoom, approximately 90 minutes in length, digitally recorded, and transcribed verbatim. A reflective journal was used during the interview process recording the spoken communication, non-spoken communication, and general nature of the participants. This journal was used for reflection by the research team during the data analysis process. 

Transcripts were de-identified and pseudonyms were assigned to each participant. Data files were manually reviewed to provide more “ownership and control” as recommended by Saldaña (2013 p. 26). Iterative rounds of analysis included an initial read and re-read followed by deductive, holistic, and pattern coding methods (Christians & Carey, 1989; Saldaña, 2013). Following the development of themes and codes, de-identified transcripts were provided to a colleague with qualitative experience as an independent cross-check to minimize potential researcher bias and improve credibility. Following this, a final round of in vivo coding was used to ensure the research team maintained original context and meaning of participant statements.

Findings

RQ1: What are the lived experiences of SBAE teachers related to career choice?

	The first theme identified, fortuity, reflected decisions to pursue an SBAE teaching career were not shaped by external influences but by fortuitous circumstances. Gabrielle exemplified this stating “There was no plan in my life for that. It just kind of happened. It happened due to circumstances. When my mother got sick, I needed a day shift job… so I was like, well, I'll just be a teacher.” Initially Pablo expressed interest in becoming an SBAE teacher; however, he opted to explore alternative options first. He explained the university nearest to him did not offer a pathway to SBAE teacher certification and that he was reluctant to relocate at the time. Consequently, he decided to pursue a job in agricultural business. Later, a long-term substitute teaching position became available near his residence, “…and so I took that.” 

For the second theme participants expressed that their passion and interest in agriculture and agricultural education were influences on career choice. Pablo shared, simply, that his choice to become an SBAE teacher was, “…just a passion for agriculture…I have always loved agriculture…I came from a family of educators and saw that education can be a good career.” Sebastian conveyed that his involvement in livestock exhibition, agricultural mechanics, and FFA convinced him: 
I knew this is what I wanted to do… In 6th grade I was exposed to a family farm of a family friend and that's kind of got me started in the showing livestock and mechanics on a farm. I always like building stuff as a kid, and once I got exposed to that at a high school level with FFA I knew I enjoyed learning about it.

SBAE teacher mentorship is the third theme influencing SBAE career choice. Dexter’s high school SBAE teacher’s influence on him was “huge,” he shared that it was the most influential factor in his career choice. His teacher told him he should be an ag teacher and “I didn’t listen to him.” Years later while working in elementary education, a long-term substitute SBAE position became available at Dexter’s former high school. Dexter’s high school agricultural science teacher “came out of retirement” to help Dexter in the shop, “We co-taught the whole year…and I fell in love with ag and FFA all over again”. Nestor also said his SBAE teacher was very influential: 
My ag teachers took me under the wing and taught me how to be a man, taught me how to love agriculture, gave me a passion for others, taught me how to speak, taught me how to do so many things, and they just influenced me into making me believe that I could be just a good person and have an impact on others.

RQ2: What are the lived experiences of SBAE teachers related to career perception?

	The first identified theme, dynamic teaching and learning opportunities, highlights the participants’ positive experiences related to career perception. Sebastian shared how he can teach outside of the curriculum when he is traveling with students by stopping to help someone “broke down needing a tire change and just teaching them that kind of citizenship of stopping and helping somebody,” or “taking kids to places they've never been.” Chantal stated, not teaching “the same thing every day” is what “keeps her going,” and that it is a factor in her not getting “bored” with her career. With curious wonder, Nestor shared one of his favorite sayings in reference to the love of his career:
I'm getting paid for this! Whether we're transplanting seedlings in the greenhouse or taking kids to do public speaking at a national contest or shoveling hog manure at the fairgrounds. I'm getting paid for this! It's all those little things that that make it worthwhile.

The second theme identified was the ability to affect positive change in students. Karen said she “loves making an impact on others,” and Chantal reflected on the impact she has had on students, “To think about where my students are now and the impact that I've had on them…is what I'm most proud of…some days you're really frustrated and then you'll get a note from some student that graduated five years ago, thanking you”.

RQ3: What are the lived experiences of SBAE teachers related to perceived career value?

	The first theme identified for perceived career value was situational value and support. According to Chantal “Some days are hard, and I do think that it depends on who you're interacting with. If it's your administrator or CTE director, parents, or a student, I think there's days we feel valued and appreciated. And then there's days that you just feel like you're fighting for everything you do.” Pablo, Karen, and Sebastian shared feeling valued came from positive reinforcement from their students, teaching partners, and community. Sebastian illustrated this idea sharing his experience with a student bringing him a Mountain Dew soda to class and how impactful that was in feeling valued because the student thought of him before coming to class.

	Innovative teaching, including a variety of courses, flexibility of teaching methods and curriculum, and being able to adapt to teachable moments were identified as factors affecting perceived value. For example, Erin explained she values her career because, “I think it's just that there's no dead end to this job. You can do as much or as little, depending on the program depending on the kids depending on the year”. Olga shared, “…there's nowhere else that I can do all the things that I like and all the things that I love and work with people and be my loud, colorful self than to be an ag teacher”. Additionally, Nestor indicated he appreciates the variety of being able to teach in a classroom or a lab, work with students on SAEs and career exploration, and being an FFA advisor.

	Finally, student success was identified as a factor in SBAE perceived career value. Chantal became reflective and stated, “…over the past 20 to 25 years to think about where my students are now and the impact that I've had on them… I guess my career as a whole, what I'm most proud of would be the students, and where they are now.” Similarly, Jerry said, “this probably will sound cheesy and cliché, but I mean, I genuinely love working with students and helping them set goals and then see them accomplish that, regardless of the size of those goals.”

Conclusions/Discussion/Implications/Recommendations

	From the information provided by our SBAE teacher participants conclusions can be made, however they should not be generalized beyond those participants. When asking our participants to reflect on how they decided to enter the profession, it became apparent the decision is complex. There were influences such as a passion for agriculture or teaching, previous experiences in agriculture, and mentorship from SBAE teachers that were previously identified in the literature (Eck et al., 2021; Hainline et al., 2025; Ingram et al., 2018; Lawver & Torres, 2011). However, for some, fortuity was the main factor, differing from what has been previously reported in the literature. Our participants spoke positively about their career, expressing a love for the unique and dynamic teaching and learning opportunities within SBAE teaching. This was one of the reasons expressed by preservice teachers for entering the profession (Eck et al., 2021), indicating it may be a factor resulting in long term career stability. When asked about career value, our participants expressed mixed opinions. Feeling valued is likely another element, along with job satisfaction, influencing attitude toward a career in SBAE. The emphasis an individual places on being valued could be a factor in their decision to stay or leave the profession. Several participants shared events or interactions that made them feel valued. Perhaps these should be emphasized during recruiting.

	When examining how reasons SBAE teachers entered the profession hold up over time, there was some continuity. For example, passion and interest in agriculture and in education were identified factors influencing the decision to enter the profession. When asked about perceptions of their career and if they feel valued, their passion and interest in agriculture and education was reflected in their enjoyment of the unique and dynamic teaching and learning opportunities in SBAE, as well as valuing the variety of agricultural courses and teaching methods. This is supported with Ajzen’s (1991) model, indicating these attitudes persist over time and could be a factor considered for both recruiting and retention efforts. Current SBAE teachers could reflect on their own decision to enter the profession, determine if the factors they placed emphasis on have persisted, and then communicate those with students in their program who show interest or have the potential to be a future SBAE teacher, especially since it is clear SBAE teachers can play a critical role in the recruitment process (Ingram et al., 2018; Rocca & Washburn, 2008). Preservice teacher preparation programs could ask SBAE teachers to speak with their students and emphasize these factors as well (Eck et al., 2021). We believe future research should quantitatively utilize Ajzen’s TPD model to determine which factors persist overtime in influencing attitude toward teaching in SBAE, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control. Aligning influences that are sustained from the decision to enter the career to the decision to remain in the career over time has the potential to help the SBAE teacher shortage.
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