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Introduction
Career and Technical Student Organizations (CTSO) have been a part of secondary education for nearly a century. CTSOs engage students in leadership development while giving students experience in hands-on skill development (Stringer, 2018). Students participate in different aspects of CTSOs, gaining experiences that students will reflect on, building their integration of experiential learning without knowing it (Coleman et al., 2024). Moreover, career readiness development and student engagement through leadership opportunities can positively influence future college and career success (Holman et al., 2017; Kitchel, 2015). College and career readiness has become a critical concern for U.S. education and economic competitiveness with other countries (Association of Career and Technical Student Organizations [ACTE], 2011). Additionally, CTSO engagement offers students opportunities, tools, and an outlet for skill development (Kitchel, 2015). Baillieul and Crowder (2021) noted that students engage in academic programming through CTSO that aligns with workforce skills and competencies. Likewise, Competitive events executed by CTSOs allow students to enhance and showcase their academic concepts and industry-related skills; these contests are often judged by industry professionals (Nesmith, 2024). Student engagement allows students to develop interpersonal skills such as communication through engagement and networking with industry leaders, with decreases in the rate of skill development as a likely downside to not engaging in CTSOs (Nesmith, 2024). Students will use these skills throughout their future careers, reflecting on their experiences in CTSOs and becoming critical thinkers by applying skills (Coleman et al., 2024).
CTSOs motivate students through workforce and education activities such as competitions, conferences, and conventions (Baillieul & Crowder, 2021). Previous studies have shown that students who participate in school organizations gain technical skills, employability skills, and knowledge of workforce demands while improving their overall academic skills (Baillieul & Crowder, 2021; Mukembo et al., 2014; Pavicic, 2023; Stone III, 2024). Additionally, a need exists for increased workforce skills among those entering the workforce, with CTSOs providing a logical bridge for potential gaps and lack of knowledge within career and technical education courses (Kitchel, 2015).
Cronbach (1963) argued learning and acquiring new skills were derived from previous experiences and those previous experiences impact behavior changes [or the adoption of skills] (Knowles et al., 2020). Kinzie (2023) identified teachers and advisors as a major role in supporting student engagement in class and extracurriculars. Students were more likely to become involved in organizations based on the influence of friends, peers, and teachers (Montelongo, 2002). Ajzen (1991) argued motivation, opportunities, and available resources can influence the likelihood a student exerts a behavior such as increased engagement in CTSOs.  The student’s decision to engage in activities in a CTSO is also influenced by their own intrinsic motivation, whether that may be the desire to master a skill, earn scholarships, or increase their chances of college admission. Self-Determination Theory (SDT) frames intrinsic motivation through three basic needs: autonomy over actions, competence or confidence in accomplishing something, and a feeling of relatedness and a sense of belonging (Deci & Ryan, 1984). Intrinsic motivation supports students engaging in learning that is interesting or connected with one's psychological needs (Augustyniak et al., 2016). The purpose of the study was to examine the University of Florida College of Agricultural and Life Sciences (CALS) student perceptions of career and technical student organizations’ experiences. The objectives of this study were:
1. To examine student perceptions of skill development and college and career preparation based on participation in CTSOs.
2. To determine what influenced students' engagement in CTSOs.
Theoretical Framework
The theory of planned behavior (TPB) and Astin's student involvement theory guided this overall study and assisted in the design of the instrument. TPB identifies factors that could contribute to executing a certain behavior, such as an individual's desire and decision to be involved, and their engagement in organizations (Conner & Armitage, 1998). The TPB framework suggests attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral controls (PBC) impact intentions and behaviors (Ajzen, 1991). Individual and social experiences play a key role in the process and creation of knowledge and attitudes (Doolittle & Camp, 1999). Subjective norms are influenced by perceived social pressure from outside factors such as parents or teachers (Bosnjak et al., 2020). PBC suggests an individual's belief in whether they would engage in a behavior or not, as well as how available resources and opportunities may have an impact on the decision to engage (Ajzen, 1991). TPB looks at an individual's intentions and the likelihood of them performing a specific behavior. TPB also indicates how previous influencing factors, and the effort individuals are willing to invest (Ajzen, 1991). Lastly, behavior is the action that is completed. For the purpose of this study, we will look at subjective norms and behaviors within TPB and how it relates to experiential learning (Ajzen, 1991). Experiential learning plays a role in TPB, as previous experiences with a student's attitude, subjective norms, and beliefs influence whether they will or will not be likely to engage in a behavior again (Nayak et al., 2023).
Experiential learning helps students learn and reflect through impactful experiences (Roberts, 2006). Kolb (1984) identified learning as a continuous process of experiences and reflection components. Experiential learning in secondary education commonly happens within career and technical education (CTE) courses and their associated CTSO, as CTE courses typically engage students in hands-on components. Learning in the classroom is not always experiential, but when connected with opportunities through CTSOs, students have the ability to apply what they learn by doing, thus reinforcing the learning cycle (Roberts, 2006). Ewing et al. (2014) state, “experiential learning consists of practicing in real situations, modeling appropriate behaviors and procedures, receiving appropriate feedback, as well as providing opportunities to apply knowledge in new situations.” Roberts (2006) examined literature presented on experiential learning and discussed the common theme for an experience, with the components including an initial experience, a reflection, generalization (conceptualization), and experimentation (future application) for true experiential learning to take place. Later, Coleman et al. (2024) conducted a similar literature review and created a new model to be utilized for experiential learning. Additionally, Coleman et al. (2024) reframed the model to be overlapping rather than singular steps through a process, meaning their experience, reflection, conceptualization, and application can happen simultaneously. For this study, the initial experience is represented as the engagement of students in CTSOs, the reflection includes what or whom influenced students to become engaged with the organization, then constructing an idea and attitude of their engagement (connecting to TPB), application of knowledge gained, and continued engagement based on the initial experience is applied through future experiences (Coleman et al., 2024). Experiential learning is never-ending; students will continue to have experiences where they will continue to apply skills and knowledge learned in future experiences (Coleman et al., 2024).
Methods
The data reported and results of this study are part of a larger study being conducted to evaluate student engagement in CTSOs and collegiate student organizations. This quantitative study utilized a cross-sectional online survey design that was distributed through Qualtrics. Qualtrics is an online platform utilized to create, distribute, and analyze surveys (Qualtrics, 2025). We used a census sample of undergraduate students enrolled during the Fall of 2025 in a major in CALS at the University of Florida. 
We developed the instrument using Dillman et al.’s (2014) method through an examination of similar studies and adapted it to align with the goals and context of the current study (Scott, 2023; Taylor, 2018; Turnbull, 2020). Within Qualtrics, page breaks were used to allow for ease of respondents to move back and forth freely when answering questions (Dillman et al., 2014). The online questionnaire included statements related to the perceived impact of CTSOs, involvement in college organizations, leadership experiences, and career and college readiness skills. We conducted a pilot study to test the validity and reliability of the overall, instrument. Additionally, to assess the content validity of the instrument, a team of three experts, who consisted of an agricultural education faculty member, an agricultural leadership faculty member, and a College of Agricultural and Life Sciences director of student development and recruitment who reviewed the instrument to ensure all questions and statements within the survey were applicable and related to the purpose and objectives.
[bookmark: _Int_czgzXtFW]We created the survey using Qualtrics and distributed it to all CALS undergraduate students through a listserv. To increase student response rates, the survey was sent out by the CALS director of student development and recruitment, who had a strong rapport with students in the college. Online platform surveying helped aid in convenience and accessibility, resulting in higher response rates (Dillman et al., 2014). Using Dillman et al.'s (2014) tailored design method, this study utilized an initial email, two follow-up emails, and a final reminder and thank you email (Dillman et al., 2014). Data was collected between September 10th, 2025, and October 8th, 2025. Additionally, a CALS club fair was attended by the researcher to aid in participation. Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 30 was used to analyze the data collected. The data collected were descriptive in nature, reporting means and standard deviations.
Within CALS, there were 4054 email recipients. Of the recipients, 637 surveys were completed by respondents; 474 surveys were completed in their entirety and provided usable data. Participants in this study were undergraduate students representing 14.3% (n=68) freshmen, 15.2% (n=72) sophomores, 38.4% (n=182) juniors, and 32.1% (n=152) seniors. Of the respondents, 28.3% (n= 134) of students were engaged in a CTSO in high school and 71.7% (n= 340) were not in a career and technical student organization. Within this study, the nine nationally recognized student-led CTSOs were Business Professionals of America (BPA), Distributive Education Clubs of America (DECA), Future Business Leaders of America (FBLA), Family, Career and Community Leaders of America (FCCLA), The National FFA Organization (FFA), Health Occupations Students of America (HOSA-Future Health Professionals), SkillsUSA, National Professional Agricultural Student (PAS), and Technology Student Association (TSA) (CTSO, 2018). Overwhelmingly, FFA was the highest primary CTSO at 52.2% (n= 70), followed by HOSA with 22.4% (n= 30) of CALS students that participated in CTSOs.
Results/Findings
[bookmark: _Int_F3uW3Ocl]Objective one aimed to determine student perceptions of CTSOs and their ability to develop workforce, technical, and employability skills through extracurricular activities and how CTSOs assisted in students deciding on college or careers. We asked students a series of questions regarding their perceptions of skills development through student involvement in CTSOs. Table 1 reports means and standard deviations for each item. The items in the table share that students somewhat agree with each statement. 
Table 1      
	Students' perceptions of skill development in CTSOs and college and career decisions (n = 134)
	
	

	
	M
	SD

	CTSO(s) allowed me to gain technical skills (i.e., public speaking, laboratory procedures, communication development, management, 3-way switch).
	4.45
	0.95

	CTSO allowed me to gain leadership experiences.
	4.43
	0.91

	CTSO(s) allowed me to gain employability skills (i.e., soft skills, decision-making, teamwork, collaboration, communication, and leadership).
	4.40
	0.91

	CTSO allowed me to gain real-world experiences.
	4.36
	0.99

	CTSO(s) allowed me to gain workforce skills (i.e., technological skills, reading, and writing).
	4.20
	1.02

	Being involved in a CTSO allowed me to consider a career path based on the CTSO I was involved in.
	4.16
	1.06

	I am equipped with the skills to enter my desired workforce because of my time in a CTSO.
	3.95
	1.07

	Being involved in a CTSO has helped me decide if I wanted to go to college or a trade school.
	3.63
	1.34


Note. Responses are on a scale of (1) Strongly disagree, (2) Somewhat disagree, (3) Neutral, (4) Somewhat agree, (5) Strongly agree.
Additionally, objective one identified self-perceived factors within CTSO participation that may have influenced student preparation for college and careers. When respondents were asked how prepared they felt for post-secondary education and a career after participating in a CTSO, students reported an M = 3.75 and an SD = 1.08 on a Likert scale of 1-5, with 1 being not prepared at all and 5 being extremely prepared. 
Objective two focuses on determining what influenced students to be engaged in high school CTSOs. Table 2 reports on the impact of advisors' influence on a student's involvement in their respective CTSO and collegiate involvement in college.
Table 2
	Students' perceptions of advisor influences (n =134)
	
	

	
	M
	SD

	How much of an influence did your high school CTSO advisor/teacher have on your involvement in extracurricular activities throughout high school?
	3.91
	1.28

	How much of an influence did your high school CTSO advisor/teacher have on your involvement in extracurricular activities at the University of Florida?
	3.89
	1.54


Note. Responses are on a scale of (1) Not at all influential, (2) Slightly influential, (3) Moderately influential, (4) Very influential, (5) Extremely influential.
Students' perceptions of social influence are reported in Table 3. 
Table 3
	Students' perceptions of social influence (n =134)
	
	

	
	M
	SD

	I was involved in a CTSO because I was competitive. 
	3.81
	1.29

	I was involved in CTSO(s) because I had friends in CTSO(s).
	3.81
	1.21

	People around me (ex. Family, teachers, friends) expected me to be involved in a CTSO(s).
	3.04
	1.44


Note. Responses are on a scale of (1) Strongly disagree, (2) Somewhat disagree, (3) Neutral, (4) Somewhat agree, (5) Strongly agree.
When asked a question regarding COVID-19's influence on their engagement, students (n= 134) believed COVID-19 slightly decreased or had no effect on their engagement in the respective CTSO (M = 2.57, SD = 0.78) on a Likert scale of 1-5, with 1 being strongly decreased my engagement and 5 being strongly increased my engagement. 
Conclusions
Within this study, researchers aimed to gain insight into student perceptions of CTSO influences and if CTSOs prepared students to gain skills for college and careers. Stringer (2018) reported CTSOs engage students in leadership opportunities while gaining hands-on experiences. Additionally, experiential learning occurs through experiences within CTSO and reflection on and applying the skills gained through involvement. Objective one examines the perception of students’ ability to develop skills through CTSO involvement. Students surveyed in this study suggested they agree CTSOs offer them opportunities to gain real-world experience, leadership experiences, thus increasing technical skills, workforce skills, and employability skills. This finding aligns with results reported by Baillieul and Crowder (2021), Mukembo et al. (2014), Pavicic (2023), and Stone III (2024). The adoptions of skills through CTSO experiences align with applying and reflecting through experiential learning opportunities, as Roberts (2006) and Coleman et al. (2024) suggest. Most commonly, students reported that they perceived CTSOs to offer students the ability to gain technical skills, aligning with industry needs. Nesmith (2024) and Coleman et al. (2024) discuss how students use skills developed through experiences in their future careers. Students surveyed indicated they agree that they are equipped with skills to enter the workforce related to their CTSO, with an M = 3.95 and an SD = 1.07. 
Additionally, students were asked if CTSOs influenced their choices to enter a path to college or trade school, and if they felt they were prepared. Respondents suggest CTSOs did influence their choice of career path in college (M = 4.16, SD =1.06). Students also implied CTSOs may have slightly influenced their decision to begin their post-secondary educational path. When asked how prepared they were for post-secondary education, students reported they felt slightly prepared through engagement in CTSOs. This aligns with previous research from Holman et al. (2017) and Kitchel (2015) on the influence of events in CTSOs and the preparedness of students for college and careers. Furthermore, students having intrinsic motivation to choose a career path based on prior experience and interest are more likely to apply the opportunity to execute a behavior of choosing a major related to their CTSO. 
Objective two examines factors that influence students to be engaged in CTSOs throughout high school. Kinzie (2023) and Montelongo (2002) identified teachers as influential to a student's engagement in an extracurricular, such as a CTSO. Similarly, respondents felt that their CTSO advisor/teacher had a slight influence on their engagement in both high school involvement (M = 3.91, SD = 1.28) and collegiate involvement (M = 3.89, SD = 1.54). Ajzen (1991) suggests that subjective norms or social influences play a role in a student's choice to engage or disengage. Results from Table 3 reported there was a wide variation in student responses on whether or not teachers, family, and friends influence their decision to engage in the experiential opportunities CTSOs have to offer. Additionally, while CTSOs often offer opportunities for competition, there was variation in responses related to students' perception of competition and its influence on their engagement, with mean scores showing little to some influence on their engagement. When looking at the means of items that influence students' participation, they indicated that being competitive played a larger role than friends or family on influencing their participation. Surprisingly, students perceived COVID-19 to have no effect on their engagement when referring to their time in CTSOs.
 For future research, the authors see value in examining the perceptions of college faculty or high school CTSO advisors/teachers on students' ability to develop skills through experiences in CTSOs. The influence of CTSOs should continue to be explored to ensure activities such as contests, competitions, and conferences are positively impacting student engagement and career readiness. Determining the specific types of events that help increase student skill levels desired by the workforce can also help ensure students are more prepared for their future careers (Baillieul & Crowder, 2021; Mukembo et al., 2014; Pavicic, 2023; Stone III, 2024).  Additionally, surveying students in similar types of colleges at other universities could benefit the understanding of CTSOs and their influence on student engagement. Furthermore, ensuring students are college and career ready through CTSOs will assist in preparing the next generation of the workforce. 
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