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A positive relationship with legislators is critical for agricultural education’s long-term sustainability. This study investigated the attitudes and perceptions of Alabama legislators regarding agricultural education. Using a phenomenological case study design, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 16 state legislators to assess their awareness, support, and understanding of agricultural education. The data from this study were analyzed using open and axial coding, and we identified themes and subthemes through thematic analysis. The results revealed that while most legislators were familiar with agricultural education, few possessed a deep, working knowledge of its structure, operations, or individual challenges. Despite this, most of the participants expressed strong support for agricultural education, noting its value to students, communities, and Alabama’s agricultural industry. Notably, legislators cited a lack of direct communication from FFA advisors, stakeholders, and supporters regarding the specific needs facing agricultural education. This gap in advocacy was identified as a key barrier to more targeted policy efforts and legislative action. The research underscores the need for stronger, more intense advocacy to bridge this disconnect and to promote a more informed legislative body that supports the continued growth of agricultural education in Alabama.

Introduction

In today’s world, many Americans are largely unaware of the agricultural practices, methods, and origins of the food they purchase for consumption (Frick et al., 1991; Frick et al., 1995; Longhurst et al., 2020). This lack of agricultural literacy can create misconceptions within the agricultural industry and foster distrust of the U.S. food system (Frick et al., 1995; Longhurst et al., 2020). The overarching idea supporting agricultural literacy is that as societal awareness of problems facing agriculture rises, consumer pressure will increase for the development of policies that benefit both consumers and producers (Frick et al., 1991; Frick et al., 1995). Creating a more agriculturally literate consumer base is essential to ensuring the longevity and continued success of the U.S. agricultural industry (Trexler, 2000). 

One solution to the absence of agricultural literacy is school-based agricultural education (SBAE) programs (Kovar & Ball, 2013). In these programs, students gain access to concepts, knowledge, and experiences in a wide variety of agriculturally themed areas of study, such as agribusiness, animal science, biotechnology, environmental science, plant systems, and agricultural mechanics (National Council for Agricultural Education [NCAE], 2024). This broad range of agricultural topics demonstrates the diversity of concepts often taught in the SBAE classroom (NCAE, 2024). For an agricultural educator to be successful and efficiently produce qualified graduates ready to be literate consumers of agricultural products, widespread support for SBAE programs is not just nice— it is necessary (Haddad et al., 2023). 

DeSormeaux et al. (2021) explained that policies and regulations are the result of work performed by local, state, and national elected officials, and thus these individuals serve as ‘key influencers’ of the functionality and future direction of agricultural operations. Agricultural education programs are not exempt from the direction of policies developed by legislative bodies, and programmatic success is often dictated by their decisions (Harlow, 2018; Wearley et al., 1999). DeSormeaux et al. (2021) also suggest that elected officials tend to vote in ways that favor their supporters or allies, to maintain their position and influence. Garnering support for agricultural education from key stakeholders, especially legislative decision-makers, is essential for the program's long-term viability (Harlow, 2018). The legislature often manages state-level funding for career and technical education (CTE) and can dictate support for facilities, equipment, supplies, and other program expenditures (Harlow, 2018; Wearley et al., 1999). If legislative support does not meet programmatic needs, expenditures can strain school district budgets and the administrators making those decisions (Easterly et al., 2023).

In Alabama, the state legislative body recently expanded support for agricultural education by funding memberships to the National FFA Organization for all agricultural education students (Alabama Farmers’ Federation, 2024). This funding removed FFA membership fees as a barrier to participation for students and can increase engagement in the organization (Rada et al., 2025; Sheehan et al., 2023). Ahrens et al. (2015) noted students in FFA often develop skills such as critical thinking, relationship-building, and communication through the organization. These skills are essential for success in the workforce and have been identified by educational administrators as critical for agricultural education students (Norris et al., 2023; Norris & Norris-Parish, 2024). Additionally, Rose et al. (2016) indicated students involved with FFA reported that it improved their high school experience, increased their motivation to maintain good grades, and increased their interest in higher education. These positive motivators manifest in long-term career success, as each Carnegie unit of secondary-level agricultural education completed raised former students' income after graduation (McKim et al., 2018). 

Sustaining state-level CTE funding requires the intentional development of positive relationships with legislators (DeSormeaux et al., 2021; Wearley et al., 1999). Cultivating strong partnerships with elected officials to enhance legislative support for agriculture, agricultural education, and FFA may serve as a strategy to protect and advance SBAE in the future (Frick et al., 1995).

Theoretical Framework

	Legislative understanding and support for agricultural education and FFA programs are essential to the long-term success of SBAE (Harlow, 2018). Recognizing legislators' knowledge and perceptions of agricultural education is also vital, as these perceptions are likely predictors of future behavior toward SBAE, such as policy formation and funding. Ajzen (1991) developed the theory of planned behavior (TPB) to help evaluate attitudes and predict future behavior. The TPB hypothesizes that an individual’s behavior is affected by three factors: attitude toward the behavior, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control (Ajzen, 1991). Evaluating legislators' perceptions through the lens of the TPB allows us to evaluate their attitudes toward SBAE and FFA and gauge their support of the program. The legislators’ attitudes toward agricultural education work in tandem with social pressures, such as expectations from constituents, other stakeholders in SBAE, fellow legislators, and perceived control, collectively influencing their intended behavior toward SBAE.

Beyond simply predicting future potential behaviors, the use of the theory of planned behavior in this study contributes to a deeper, theory-driven understanding of the policymaking environment surrounding agricultural education. It informs deliberate outreach by identifying which beliefs and perceptions need to be addressed or strengthened to foster more active and sustained support from legislators. Additionally, TPB influenced the design of the study in several notable ways, including guiding the construction of the demographic survey instrument, shaping the categorization of qualitative themes, and providing a basis for interpreting the complex relationship between knowledge, perception, and action. This theoretical foundation ensures that recommendations for practice are not only based on the study’s data but also rooted in a validated understanding of human behavior— making them more actionable and effective for SBAE stakeholders.

Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of this study was to assess the perceptions and attitudes of Alabama legislators regarding FFA and agricultural education. The research objectives below guided the study.

1. Describe the depth of knowledge, perceptions, and opinions of Alabama legislators regarding FFA and agricultural education.

2. Determine methods by which legislators may be better educated regarding FFA and agricultural education.

Methodology

Population and Sampling

We purposively selected current and former Alabama legislators as this study’s population. We established that to be eligible to participate in the study, all past legislators should have served in the last five years, to ensure they enacted a substantial portion of the legislation currently affecting agricultural education. Additionally, we selected legislators who served on a wide variety of councils and committees, including the state agriculture and forestry committee. We also selected legislators from a wide variety of backgrounds, professions, and geographic locations, and invited them to participate. Additionally, we used snowball sampling to help identify additional participants, leveraging social networks to encourage participation (Noy, 2008). We asked participants to encourage their colleagues to participate and to keep the interview questions private for the sake of trustworthiness. 

Research Design

To address this study’s research objectives, we utilized a qualitative phenomenological case study design, selected due to the highly niche nature of the population (Groenewald, 2004). This design was selected to explore legislators' perceptions of SBAE in Alabama. We focused on each legislator’s lived experiences, as evidenced by their backgrounds and experiences with FFA and SBAE (Cresswell & Poth, 2018). Additionally, we used semi-structured interviews to obtain thick, rich descriptions of each legislator's thoughts, attitudes, and perceptions toward agricultural education (Bryman, 2016; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

We constructed 14 questions regarding agricultural education to guide the semi-structured interviews (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). These questions were reviewed by other members of the research team and were used in a pilot interview with two legislative lobbyists. We selected these individuals for the pilot study due to their familiarity with agriculture and the Alabama legislature. We conducted semi-structured interviews with legislators either in person, by phone, or via Zoom. During each interview, we used OtterAI to create a transcript of the conversation (OtterAI, 2025). We asked each participant the predetermined list of questions and follow-up questions when necessary (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). We did not share the questions with the legislators before the interview; instead, we provided the interview topic beforehand. In addition, we used a demographic survey to gather data from each legislator following their interview. 

Trustworthiness and Confirmability

To enhance trustworthiness, we triangulated the data utilizing transcripts, field notes, and a reflexive journal (Nowell et al., 2017). Additionally, we enhanced trustworthiness and confirmability by utilizing member checking (Birt et al., 2016). We sent the interview transcript to each participant and asked them to review it for accuracy. All the participants confirmed that the transcript was accurate.
 
Data Collection and Analysis

After the initial invitation, a follow-up email was sent two weeks later. A third reminder was sent two weeks after the follow-up to encourage participation. At the beginning of each interview, the lead researcher explained the purpose of the study and provided each interviewee with an overview of the research we were conducting. We asked each of the 14 questions during the interview and gave the participants unlimited time to respond, with most interviews lasting between 30 minutes and an hour. We assigned pseudonyms to the interview transcripts and survey data after the interview to protect the interviewee's identity (Allen & Wiles, 2016). We agreed that data saturation was achieved after the 16th interview, as the participants provided thick, rich descriptions (Bryman, 2016; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).

We used a thematic analysis to develop themes and subthemes from the data, and used exemplary statements to support them (Bryman, 2016; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Using the constant comparative method (Glaser, 1965), we used inductive coding, including open and axial coding, to identify themes and subthemes within the data (Bryman, 2016).



Participant Demographics

To collect demographic data for each participant, we provided a link to a Qualtrics survey following each interview. We asked participants to provide their name, ethnicity, gender, age, and the highest level of education completed. Additionally, they were asked what type of high school they attended (public, private, or homeschool), if they were an FFA member in high school, and the total number of years served as a legislator. Of the 16 legislators who elected to participate in this survey, all 16 completed the survey with two choosing to omit some information. A follow-up email/text message was sent to each legislator who did not complete the survey, inviting them to do so at their leisure.

Of the 16 legislators who elected to participate, two (12.5%) were Democrats, while the remaining fourteen (87.5%) were Republicans. Fifteen (93.75%) of the legislators identified as male, with the singular remaining participant (f = 1, 6.25%) identifying as female. Furthermore, 15 (93.75%) of the legislators identified as white/Caucasian, and one participant (f = 1, 6.25%) identified as black/African American (see Table 2). Lastly, of the elected officials that participated, nine (56.25%) served their districts and constituents as members of the Alabama House of Representatives, and seven (43.75%) served in the Alabama State Senate (see Table 1). 

Table 1
Demographics of Participants

	Identifier
	Gender
	Age
	Ethnicity
	Years of Legislative Experience
	FFA Member
	Political Party

	Vaughn (M1)
	Male
	71
	White
	5
	Yes
	Republican

	Charles (M2)
	Male
	55
	White
	10
	No
	Republican

	Lowell (M3)
	Male
	70
	White
	10
	No
	Republican

	Rhett (M4)
	Male
	66
	White
	6
	Yes
	Republican

	Albert (M5)
	Male
	68
	White
	18
	No
	Republican

	David (M6)
	Male
	74
	White
	8
	No
	Republican

	Paul (M7)
	Male
	-
	White
	2
	No
	Republican

	Alexander (M8)
	Male
	60
	White
	18
	No
	Democratic

	Richard (M9)
	Male
	71
	White
	11
	Yes
	Republican

	Joshua (M10)
	Male
	56
	White
	2
	No
	Republican

	Joseph (M11)
	Male
	49
	White
	6
	Yes
	Republican

	Anthony (M12)
	Male
	38
	White
	4
	No
	Republican

	Leon (M13)
	Male
	-
	White
	2
	Yes
	Republican

	Warren (M14)
	Male
	34
	White
	5
	No
	Republican

	Russell (M15)
	Male
	34
	Black
	2
	No
	Democratic

	Anna (F1)

	Female
	53
	White
	14
	No
	Republican


Note. Some respondents elected not to disclose all data points.



Results
Objective One

The first research objective in this study was to describe the depth of knowledge, perceptions, and opinions among Alabama legislators regarding agricultural education and FFA.

Theme #1- Personal Experiences of Alabama Legislators Regarding Agricultural Education

Legislator Familiarity with FFA/SBAE

After being asked to identify their depth of knowledge about the FFA and to explain the organization's mission and purpose, several subthemes emerged from the responses. First, each participant had at least basic recognition of the National FFA Organization. Rhett (M4) shared that he feels the FFA provides students interested in agriculture with an avenue to develop leadership skills through participation in its numerous competitive events. Rhett (M4) indicated his own experience as an FFA member and cattle showman contributed to his understanding. He stated, 

I think the biggest thing is that it can [do is] play a very vital role in helping young people that are involved in agriculture to gain leadership abilities. Whether that is speaking, whether that is involved in a project, whether it's livestock or something else, it gives them the opportunity in school to expand their horizons. 

Vaughn (M1) shared he was extremely familiar with the organization, noting he was a formally trained SBAE teacher, and then became a Kindergarten through twelfth-grade administrator, mentioning his own FFA experience. Vaughn (M1) also referenced the FFA degrees he earned, the offices he held, and the success he achieved with his forestry production SAE project. His deep involvement in the organization, both as a member and an SBAE teacher, gave him unique insights shared by few other participants. Vaughn (M1) stated, “I was in FFA. I served as a chapter officer, up to chapter president. I also received [the] chapter farmer, state farmer, at that time, national or American farmer, and I won a national proficiency award.” At the other end of the familiarity spectrum, Paul (M7) indicated he was familiar with the FFA in name only, but had heard of the organization. When asked to share what he knew of the organization, he reported “to be honest, you know– very little. I've heard of it, but beyond that, admittedly, I'm not familiar with it.” While Paul was not very familiar with the organization, his admission that he had heard of it before reflected its widespread influence, reaching even those with no professional connections to agriculture. 

FFA Membership

Of the sixteen participating legislators, only five (31.25%) had been FFA members in high school. The remaining 11 (68.75%) cited various reasons for non-membership. Commonly, agricultural education was not offered at their public schools (M5, M7, M10, M12, M15), or they attended private schools without FFA or an SBAE program (M2, M8, M14). Three legislators reported that while FFA existed at their schools, they did not participate due to a lack of interest or future career plans (F1, M3, M6). Anna (F1) noted she was elected “Miss FFA” despite not being a member, highlighting potential barriers for female students, while Lowell (M3) cited college preparation as a barrier to joining FFA.
Lowell (M3) stated 
 
I was very interested, but most of the people that were in it were people that took the shop class and stuff at our school, but I was kind of on an academic diploma track and, and I regret now that I never took welding in high school.

Lastly, it was interesting to note that Russell (M15) was in an organization similar to the FFA (Junior MANNRS) but was unable to join because there was no agricultural education program or FFA chapter at his school.

Theme #2- Benefits of Agricultural Education and CTE

Ability of FFA to Train and Develop its Members

Participants were asked which areas they believed the FFA trained or developed in its members. Several subthemes surfaced, including exposure to agriculture (M8, M5, M2, M11, M9, M14). Warren (M14) shared that he felt the FFA developed its members by showing them the innumerable career opportunities available to students in the agriculture industry. He specifically stated “I would think that it shows the opportunities that you have in the field of agriculture and farming.” Additionally, Joseph (M11) referenced his own background growing up on a farm with a father who was also an agriscience teacher, but admitted he was unfamiliar with many agricultural concepts he learned in his agricultural education classes. Joseph (M11) said, 

And even for me, I grew up on a farm, but I didn't know the cuts of the steak or cuts of a pig and that sort of thing. So, you know, I learned a good bit, even having a dad as an Ag teacher and FFA sponsor. 

Overwhelmingly, participants felt the FFA provided its members with exposure to various aspects of agriculture they likely would not otherwise have. 

Additionally, David (M6) agreed with several other legislators but took a different approach in the leadership skills he cited as having been developed. When asked to identify how the FFA develops its members, David said, “You know, the skills of thinking on your feet, getting your thoughts together, projections of confidence in what you're saying, your ability to gain knowledge of things that you're uncomfortable with.” To these legislators, leadership development was a tremendous portion of the skills that membership in the FFA provides. It is interesting to note Anthony (M12) felt the FFA provided its members with a unique opportunity to engage in the political process at an early age. Anthony (M12) said

There's one other thing that FFA does that I think is important, and it gets young people involved with the political process… What other opportunity do you have as a 16 year old to get to meet your state representative and get to actually sit down and have a conversation, right? 

As a former state legislator turned state auditor, Anthony (M12) had a unique perspective on the political process and understands why it is important for FFA members to become involved and serve as advocates for not only SBAE but also the agricultural industry. 

Benefits of Career and Technical Education (CTE) 

Each participant was asked to broaden their focus to all CTE programs and to identify their thoughts on the importance of a student enrolling in CTE. 100% of respondents indicated it was very important for students to enroll in CTE courses. Anthony (M12) simply said, “We need more CTE– not less. Career tech is a good way for somebody to have a job when they come out of school, versus having a degree and no job.” Participants felt that CTE programs provide the necessary skills and training for students to graduate, enter the workforce, and find success without requiring a traditional four-year degree. Albert (M5) echoed these sentiments and said,

I think that is a critical avenue for education in that there's not a one size fits all, and we have such just in the world in which we live, there's such critical need for a lot on the career tech side, for students to be able to recognize that there are a lot of great careers that do not necessarily require that they have some type of bachelor's degree or beyond that such.

Students having the opportunity to enroll in CTE programs is paramount to providing students with multiple opportunities to achieve success, regardless of their background. 

David (M6) noted a shortage of skilled workers, but he pointed to CTE as a possible solution to fill vacancies created by retirees or others who have left the profession. David (M6) specifically said, “Well, you know, we have the 25 to 33% of our students who won't go to college, but they need a career, and coupled with that, we have a shortage of skilled workers.” This statement suggests CTE is not only beneficial to students and local schools but also to Alabama’s labor force and, as a result, Alabama’s economy. 

Influence of Career and Technical Student Organizations (CTSOs)

When asked to shift their focus to CTE broadly and the corresponding CTSOs, legislators responded with equal enthusiasm for these clubs, citing numerous benefits for their members. Notably, when asked his thoughts surrounding CTSOs and their importance, Russell (M15) said, “You know, it's really important to force students to be able to have exposure, to be able to see what their interests will be aligned to.” Anthony (M6) further cited a CTSO’s ability to expose students to new ideas and experiences and said,

I think if you don't have [organizations] like FBLA and the FFA, students are not naturally going to go seek this stuff out and study and learn anything about it. When they're in middle school or high school, they're thinking about what movies are coming out this weekend and who they're going to take to the prom.

Providing students with the opportunity to apply the skills they have developed in CTE programs through hands-on, experiential learning is essential to ensuring learning occurs and students can take those skills into the workforce. 

Another interesting point of view was highlighted during Alexander’s (M8) interview. Alexander (M8) cited a CTSO’s ability to provide students with a sense of identity and belonging. Paul (M7) echoed this belief and said, “I think, from a self-esteem standpoint, from a morale standpoint, to be around other like-minded students allows them to just gain and build their skills that way.” Membership in CTSOs allows students to develop a sense of camaraderie with others who share similar values and interests

Research Objective Two

Theme #1- Legislative Support

Importance of Legislative Support 

Over the course of the interviews conducted, it was regularly mentioned that it was important for these legislators to support SBAE and FFA because many students do not come from an agricultural background, nor do they have any firsthand exposure to production agriculture (M11, M3, M2, M5, M8, and M14). Specifically, Lowell (M3) said,

I mean, my kids are raised that way [on a farm], but all of them aren't. So, without food and fiber, we can make it without our cell phone for a couple of weeks, but we can't make it without eating for a couple of weeks. 

It was evident many legislators were supportive of SBAE and FFA because it exposed students to agriculture and the systems that produce the food and fiber they consume. Interestingly, Russell (M15) believes his legislative support for SBAE and FFA provides the organization’s members with the opportunity to gain “social capital” and be competitive when working to establish farms of their own in the future. Russell (M15) said, “Participating in FFA could give [FFA members] that social capital and leg up to create a pipeline for new farmers.” 
Legislative support for SBAE and FFA is necessary to ensure the continued growth and success of not only agricultural education but also the agricultural industry. Upon interviewing with these legislators, it became abundantly clear that the majority recognized the importance of Alabama’s agricultural industry and expressed their support of the industry.

Legislative Level of Support

Legislators were asked whether they believed the Alabama legislature was doing ‘enough’ to support SBAE and FFA. While responses varied, a common theme emerged: many participants felt the legislature was making meaningful progress but acknowledged additional support and expansion were possible. Albert (M5) expressed a neutral perspective, noting appreciation for recent improvements in funding affiliate membership while emphasizing continued opportunity for growth, stating, “I’m pleased to hear that we're doing more than what I was even aware of, but I think there's room for growth.” Similarly, Paul (M7) recognized existing legislative efforts but suggested further expansion through increased community partnerships, such as connections with local farms and community gardens, to enhance hands-on learning opportunities for students.

Overall, legislators expressed pride in current legislative efforts supporting SBAE and FFA in Alabama, while also recognizing the importance of sustaining and building upon these initiatives to further strengthen agricultural education across the state.

Interestingly, some legislators responded with certainty that the legislature could do more to expand and support SBAE in Alabama. Russell (M15) felt that, due to his membership on the House Agriculture and Forestry Committee, he has a unique insight into understanding the needs of agriculturalists across Alabama. He felt SBAE and FFA could benefit greatly from stronger, new partnerships. He also felt the committee needs to hear from SBAE teachers when needs arise. Russell (M15) said, 

We could really do more. I said in the Ag Committee meeting that we need to have hearings about what we need to hear from ag education teachers. And I don't remember, you know, my past two sessions, hearing from them [SBAE teachers]. I would like to see more and stronger partnerships. 

Charles (M2) believed, given a historical lack of funding, the legislature could do more to support FFA and agricultural education. Charles said,

My assumption is that we're not [doing enough], because historically, we've been so tight on funds over the decades now that have gotten better over the last 11 or 12 years, budgeting differently, making different choices, we've been able to budget without proration for I think this is going on our 13th year now in either budget. 

These legislators recognized the work done to support agricultural education in Alabama, but recognized the need for additional funding and support to see SBAE operate at peak performance. 

It is interesting to note one legislator was unsure as to whether the legislature was providing enough support. Leon (M13) stated, “I'm ashamed to say I really don't know the answer to that. I want to say yes, but I'm sure we're not.” Given the variety of responses from legislators regarding the level of support currently in place for SBAE and FFA in Alabama, a consolidated line of communication between legislators and FFA/SBAE stakeholders is essential.

Theme #2- How to Better Communicate the Needs of Agricultural Education

Lack of Communication Regarding Issues Faced by SBAE

Upon reviewing the data, it became evident the needs and desires of SBAE programs at the local and state levels were largely unknown to most participants, particularly those with no close or direct ties to the organization or profession. It was repeatedly mentioned that legislators were simply unaware of these needs because they had not yet been expressed to them. Notably, Russell (M15) stated he is a member of the Senate Agriculture Committee, and the committee does not hear from SBAE stakeholders. He provided a solution to this issue and said,
 
I said in the Senate Ag Committee meeting that we need to have hearings about what we need to do from ag education teachers. I don't remember, maybe in my past two sessions, hearing from anyone from agriculture education.  I would like to see more and stronger partnerships.
If SBAE stakeholders expect the legislature to provide financial, political, or other types of support for agricultural education in Alabama, it is necessary that stakeholder voices be heard and the needs of SBAE be shared with the individuals who can make a difference and help meet these needs. 

David (M6) suggested stakeholders utilize proper channels to ensure their voices are heard and needs are met. David (M6) said, “you've got to go to the people who are passionate and let them carry the water for you. They're the ones have the influence more in that environment than someone coming just to present a budget.” Ensuring proper channels are utilized is paramount to ensuring the voices of SBAE stakeholders are heard and needs are met, which is imperative to the future success of Alabama agricultural education. 

Need for Networking, Interfacing, and Lobbying with Legislators

Warren (M14) noted during the legislative session, he often received hundreds of emails and suggested gaining a legislator’s attention required either a high-level SBAE leader or a dedicated lobbyist. He explained, “Where we really get informed is in one-on-one meetings [with lobbyists] or in leadership or caucus meetings…they really discuss a point, and they have our attention.” Similarly, Anthony (M12) emphasized without a lobbyist, an organization’s interests are often overlooked: “It doesn't matter what industry you're in if you don't have a lobbying group…your industry is probably getting screwed.” The need for proper representation of SBAE in Alabama’s legislature was a recurring theme, highlighting legislators’ interest in ensuring the organization’s needs were addressed.

When evaluating methods to expand legislative support for SBAE, several themes emerged from the interviews, particularly regarding effective advocacy strategies. Warren (M14) emphasized requests for legislative support should come from high-level organizational leadership or a dedicated lobbyist representing the Alabama FFA Association. He noted individual outreach efforts, such as emails, are often ineffective due to the high volume of daily correspondence legislators receive. Warren (M14) stated, “I’m just calling a spade a spade, and it needs to come from, truthfully, from either a really high person within the organization, or it needs to come from a lobbyist that directly represents the organization.” He further explained that during legislative sessions, he received more than 200 emails per day, making it difficult to give adequate attention to individual messages. Instead, Warren (M14) indicated meaningful communication occurs through one-on-one meetings, leadership discussions, or caucus meetings where legislators are more fully engaged. It is interesting to note Warren (M14) felt a leader within the organization could be responsible for interfacing with the legislature to promote agricultural education and serve as a liaison between the legislature and the stakeholders who comprise agricultural education. In agricultural education, the state advisor, executive secretary, or one of the agriscience education specialists could be the leader to play the role Warren (M14) is referencing.

Conclusions, Discussion, and Recommendations

The results of this study indicated legislators generally recognized the FFA and agricultural education, though their understanding varied. Membership in the FFA was viewed positively for its ability to develop leadership skills, particularly through public speaking, communication, and career-related events. Multiple legislators underscored the value of students joining FFA, citing the program’s role in fostering both technical skills and employability skills that support broader career opportunities (Ahrens et al., 2015; Rosch et al., 2015). Additionally, CTE programs were seen as essential for developing a skilled workforce, solving the skilled worker shortage, and offering an alternative path to success for students not pursuing higher education.

The study also underscored the significance of CTSOs, such as FFA, in fostering student engagement, providing networking opportunities, and offering a sense of belonging (Rose et al., 2016). Participants strongly supported legislative backing for agricultural education, recognizing its importance to national security and the economic stability of agriculture. However, the level of support varied among legislators, influenced by their personal experiences with CTE and FFA, supporting the theory that increased awareness could lead to stronger advocacy for FFA and agricultural education. These findings are similar to those of Wearley et al. (1999).

Participants had varied opinions on whether the Alabama legislature provides adequate support for FFA and agricultural education (SBAE). Some felt more support was needed (M7, M15, M11, M2, M13), while others, like Joshua (M10), believed the legislature's recent $275,000 expenditure on affiliate membership was sufficient (Alabama Farmers’ Federation, 2024). Several respondents noted a lack of communication between SBAE representatives and legislators, with David (M6) suggesting better communication strategies and Russell (M15) advocating for Senate Ag committee hearings to address these issues.

For true support, building stronger relationships between SBAE and the legislature is crucial. Participants also noted often, legislators are unaware of the challenges faced by agricultural education. Russell (M15) and David (M6) emphasized the need for stakeholders to actively communicate these issues. Events like "FFA Day on the Hill" allow for networking but may not be sufficient to build strong, ongoing relationships (Wearly et al., 1999). More frequent and targeted interactions with legislators are needed. While some participants were unaware of the affiliate membership program, others, such as Vaughn (M1) and Lowell (M3), supported it but recommended careful monitoring. Ensuring continued funding requires effective lobbying, as emphasized by Anthony (M12) and Warren (M14), who highlighted the need for a dedicated lobbyist to represent SBAE's interests. Rhett (M4) suggested Alabama could look to states like Oklahoma for inspiration, citing their successful Oklahoma Youth Expo (OYE) as an example of how to support agricultural education.

In summary, intentional lobbying, improved communication, and stronger relationships with legislators are essential to securing more consistent and impactful legislative support for FFA and SBAE in Alabama. The legislators participating in the study voiced their support for agricultural education, indicating they will likely be supportive of the program in their future behaviors (Ajzen, 1991). A more agriculturally literate and better-informed legislature may be better equipped to advocate for agricultural education, ensuring its long-term success for generations.
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