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Abstract

	Career-Technical Education is a rapidly growing field in the United States. Due to this growth, Career-Technical Student Organizations have also seen significant increases in membership. This growth has highlighted the need for intentional actions to ensure a sense of belonging for all students in these programs and organizations. The Sense of Community Theory was used as a lens to analyze the content and determine how these organizations foster a sense of belonging, while also identifying similarities and differences in their approaches. This study conducted a content analysis of the public websites of all Career-Technical Student Organizations that are part of the National Coordinating Council of Career and Technical Student Organizations. FCCLA and FFA had the most content that was examined throughout the content analysis, BPA, FBLA, HOSA, and SkillsUSA were as descriptive, whereas PAS and TSA offered the least information about the tenets of the Sense of Community Theory. Overall, all the organizations offered a large amount of information about the benefits of membership and the opportunities available to members of their organization. 

Introduction/Theoretical Framework

	Across the United States, rapid growth in Career-Technical Education (CTE) has occurred in recent years (Advance CTE, 2025). CTE is growing rapidly due to increasing student demand and stronger alignment with workforce needs, particularly as employers seek workers with technical skills for high-demand careers (Education Week, 2025). Additionally, shifting perceptions about the value of hands-on, career-focused learning and expanded policy and funding support have further accelerated the expansion of CTE programs nationwide (NCCER, 2025). CTE expansion has corresponded with increased participation in Career and Technical Student Organizations (CTSOs), which are recognized as integral components of CTE programming. CTSOs extend classroom learning through leadership development, competitive events, and experiential learning opportunities (NRCCTE, 2005). Furthermore, belonging in learning environments has been a concern for the United States Department of Education (Lewis & Bates, 2018). Each CTSO has chosen to address this concern and communicate those changes to its target audience in different ways. This study explores the messages and information CTSOs share about students' sense of belonging within their organizations, using publicly available sources.
Participation in CTSOs has been consistently linked to leadership development, career readiness, and increased engagement with school and coursework (Magnera, 2024; McNally & Harvey, 2001; Swinehart Held, 2023; Threeton & Pellock, 2009; Taylor, 2006). More recent research extends this understanding by emphasizing the role of CTSOs in fostering students’ social-emotional development and well-being. Beck et al. (2022) found that CTSO participation supports mental wellness, resilience, and coping skills, while also promoting leadership and civic engagement. Organizational overviews and state-level reports emphasize that CTSOs provide mentoring, competitions, leadership experience, and real-world applications that extend learning beyond the classroom (GreatSchools, 2025; NCCCTSO, 2024). These experiences are designed to create meaningful interactions among students, educators, and industry professionals, reinforcing CTSOs as environments that promote belonging and identity development. State-level data further highlight the scale and impact of these organizations, with increasing participation rates and descriptions of CTSOs as communities that build leadership, connections, and career readiness (OK CTE Dept. 2024).
From a Sense of Community (SoC) perspective, CTSOs function as structured communities with clearly defined membership, shared goals, and collective activities. These characteristics align closely with the membership and shared emotional connection dimensions described by McMillan and Chavis (1986). CTSOs frequently emphasize organizational symbols, traditions, and collective identity, which reinforce belonging and group cohesion (NRCCTE, 2005). Organizational websites serve as an important mechanism through which CTSOs communicate these community features, shaping how prospective and current members understand what it means to belong.
Membership, as conceptualized within SoC Theory, reflects feelings of belonging and identification with a group (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). CTSOs emphasize formal membership structures, including eligibility requirements, chapters, and national affiliation, which establish clear boundaries and shared identity. Research suggests that these structures support student engagement by providing a sense of inclusion and purpose (NRCCTE, 2005). The influence dimension of SoC Theory emphasizes reciprocal relationships between individuals and the group (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). CTSOs provide opportunities for influence through leadership roles, competitions, and service activities. Magnera (2024) found that transformational leadership practices, such as vision-setting and relationship-building, significantly increase student participation in CTSOs, underscoring the importance of leadership in fostering engagement and belonging. These findings align with earlier research demonstrating that leadership opportunities within CTSOs enhance motivation and commitment (Taylor, 2006; Threeton & Pellock, 2009). The integration and fulfillment of needs dimension suggests that belonging is reinforced when participation meets members’ personal and developmental goals (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). CTSOs are intentionally designed to support leadership development, career exploration, and workforce readiness. Marshall (2024) found that CTSO participation strengthens students’ sense of academic connection by enhancing relationships with peers, instructors, and content. Similarly, Haynes (2021) found the role of certifications, scholarships, and applied learning experiences in meeting students’ academic and career needs. Shared emotional connection develops through common experiences, traditions, and collective accomplishments (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). CTSOs provide numerous opportunities for shared experiences through conferences, competitions, service projects, and alumni engagement. The NRCCTE (2005) emphasized that these experiences contribute to long-term identification with CTSOs. Contemporary research beyond CTSOs further supports this concept. Perry et al. (2025) found that participation in co-curricular outreach activities significantly improves students’ sense of belonging, communication skills, and professional identity. Similarly, Rosenberg et al. (2024) highlighted the importance of mentorship and leadership in fostering belonging and identity development. Specifically for School-Based Agricultural Education (SBAE) research has shown that engagement in FFA competitions is motivating for students (Bowing & Ball, 2020; Curry, 2017). These findings parallel CTSO structures, where mentorship, leadership, and shared experiences are central components.
Research on student organizations more broadly supports the importance of shared experiences in fostering belonging and engagement (Gieg et al., 2015). Although this work is situated in postsecondary contexts, it provides a useful parallel for understanding how CTSOs cultivate emotional connection through shared participation. While work has been done to explore some aspects of a few CTSOs, no literature was found that used the SoC Theory as a lens on the organizations, nor has any work specifically examined similarities and differences in CTSO engagement. However, research has examined the general impact of CTSO engagement on student belonging and engagement (Magnera, 2024; McNally & Harvey, 2021).
The SoC Theory (McMillan & Chavis, 1986) was used to identify website content about information that would foster a sense of belonging within the CTSO. The SoC Theory identifies four characteristics of a group that foster a sense of belonging: membership, influence, the fulfillment of needs, and emotional connection. Membership acknowledges that students must be part of a group or work with individuals in ways that allow social and emotional ties and a sense of belonging to develop (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). McMillan & Chavis (1986) defined influence as evidence that trust is built within the membership and that members feel they are in a safe space when they are together. Integration or fulfillment of needs refers to the ways in which members create a sense of belonging and have their needs met through engagement within the group (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). The final component of the theory, emotional connection, is opportunities where members can have shared experiences that allow strong relationships to be built (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).   
Although research has examined the outcomes of CTSO participation, limited work has explicitly applied SoC Theory as a framework for understanding how CTSOs cultivate belonging, particularly through organizational messaging. Existing studies have focused primarily on participation outcomes rather than how belonging is communicated or constructed through organizational artifacts such as websites. This highlights the need to examine how CTSOs intentionally publicly communicate about student belonging and community.



Figure 1
Sense of Community Theory (McMillan & Chavis, 1986)
[image: ]

Within education research, the SoC Theory has been associated with student engagement, persistence, and identity development (McMillan & Chavis,1986; McMillan, 1996). McMillan (1996) further emphasized community can be sustained by symbolic boundaries, shared values, and opportunities for meaningful participation, features often intentionally cultivated within structured youth organizations. Although the concept of community has been examined extensively in school and community settings, its explicit application in CTE and CTSOs remains limited. Applying SoC Theory to CTSOs provides a theoretically grounded approach for examining how these organizations communicate and cultivate belonging, particularly through public-facing organizational artifacts such as websites.

Purpose/Objectives/Methods

	This qualitative study utilized content analysis to analyze the websites of all organizations that are part of the NCCCTSO. The following organizations were analyzed: Business Professionals of America (BPA), Distributive Education Clubs of America (DECA), Future Business Leaders of American (FBLA), Family Career and Community Leaders of America (FCCLA), National FFA (FFA), Future Health Professionals (HOSA), National Professional Agricultural Student Organization (National PAS), SkillsUSA, and Technology Student Association (TSA). Each website was analyzed for evidence of the SoC Theory tenets, including membership, influence, fulfillment of needs, and emotional connection that would work toward building a sense of belonging for the students involved in these organizations. The overall objectives of this study include:
· Determine how each CTSO fosters a sense of belonging among its members, based on information shared on its website.
· Identify similarities and differences in how CTSOs create a sense of belonging for their members.

Analysis Techniques and Trustworthiness of the Study
	While analyzing and summarizing the websites' content, the researcher conducted a qualitative analysis using the constant comparative technique (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This analysis style was selected because it works well with data collections that involve “...continuous and simultaneous collection and processing of data” (Lincoln & Guba, p. 335, 1985). Furthermore, the information on the CTSO websites were considered throughout the data collection process through a lens that included a clear, consistent definition of the SoC Theory to determine which phrases and concepts were added for consideration during the results phase of the study. The data was collected throughout a week-long analysis process from November 17-24, 2025.
	When reviewing the websites, the researcher carefully ensured that each website was analyzed, and that pertinent information was recorded for inclusion in the study's results section. Once the content analysis for each website was completed, the researcher compiled a detailed list of how the tenets of the SoC Theory were applied to each organization. Next, the researcher debriefed about the content analysis to ensure it accurately reflected the information on the CTSO websites. Finally, the researcher employed best practices from Lincoln and Guba (1985) to ensure trustworthiness throughout this analysis. The researcher checked and debriefed to ensure perspective-taking and bracketed their personal to ensure the study's credibility. Dependability was established through search criteria, analysis methods, and the inclusion of article details from included manuscripts. The table below provides the key that was used to analyze website content for each of the four pillars of the SoC Theory.

Table 1
Content Analysis Coding Indicator Samples

	Theory Pillar
	Coding Indicator Samples

	Membership
	· References to “members,” “chapters,” or “joining.
· Description of affiliation or eligibility
· Organizational symbols or language
· Organizational statements of identity

	Influence
	· Descriptions of leadership roles
· References to student voice or decision-making
· Promotion of events or projects requiring active participation
· Highlights of member actions impacting their community or organization

	Integration & Fulfillment of Needs
	· Claims about career readiness or workforce preparation
· Ways the organization seeks to address the needs of each student or chapter in the organization.
· References to certificates, credentials, or scholarships
· Alignment with industry standards
· Information about how activities benefit students

	Shared Emotional Connection
	· References to conferences, competitions, or events
· Testimonials or success stories
· Historical information about the organization
· Celebrations of achievements
· Information about areas of pride, tradition, or shared experiences


Note: Only aspects found on the websites will be discussed in this study.

Reflexivity 
	The research team was comprised of a former SBAE teacher and a current teacher educator. Given the researcher's close connection to FFA and CTSOs, the researcher intentionally reflected on the analysis to ensure reflexivity throughout the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Results/Findings
	Utilizing the publicly available content on each CTSO’s public website. The results will be unpacked by grouping content according to the four tenets of the SoC Theory. 

Membership
	In reviewing the websites of each organization, it was clear that extensive content was developed to provide information on membership-related topics. Each organization provided information on how to start a new chapter, how to locate and join a chapter, and engagement opportunities for students, teachers (or advisors), and alumni. However, the makeup of each organization's membership was unique. While all organizations had chapters in the United States, some also had international audiences. Some organizations had extensive information about membership for middle school-aged students, while others were only for high school or college students. Most organizations provided rough estimates of their membership, while a few provided exact numbers or provided no information about their organization's size. Some organizations provided numbers on chapters and advisors, but most did not address this aspect of their membership. The table below summarizes the contents of the websites. 

Table 2
Summary of Membership Contents of Websites

	Organization
	Estimated Membership
	Locations with Membership
	Age of Membership

	BPA
	60,000 students
	25 States, Puerto Rico, China, Haiti, Peru
	Middle, High School, Post-Secondary Students

	DECA
	309,067 high school students
3,193 college students
	Open Internationally
	High School and Post-Secondary Students

	FBLA
	200,000 members
	National
	Middle, High School, Post-secondary Students

	FCCLA
	250,000+ members
	National
	Middle, High School Students

	FFA
	1,042, 245 members
	National, Puerto Rico, Japan
	Middle, High School Students

	HOSA
	350,000 members
	National, American Samoa, Canada, China, Puerto Rico, Vietnam
	Middle, High School Students

	PAS
	-
	National
	Post-Secondary Students

	SkillsUSA
	444,000 students and teachers
	National
	Middle, High School students

	TSA
	300,000 members
	National
	Middle, High School students



Influence
In reviewing the websites of each organization, opportunities for leadership development and sharing stories about members were an important part of most of the websites. Each organization provided information on the various leadership development opportunities, which included national leadership roles, community service, and stories from individual students and chapters about their engagement that is influential in their area. All the organizations mentioned annual national or international opportunities for members to gather and conduct business for membership voices to be heard. While varying levels of information about this were available on the national organization websites, FFA did a clear job of sharing these aspects of involvement in their organization. At the other end of the spectrum, PAS did not share very many details about this aspect of engagement publicly on the website. Many of the organizations shared mission, vision, and value statements that highlighted their interest in actively engaging members to have influence in their community and within the organization. All the organizations addressed ways to get involved by starting a chapter or joining a chapter of their group. The table below summarizes the findings for this aspect of the study.

Table 3
Summary of Influence on Contents of Websites

	Organization
	Information about leadership
	Member voices are heard
	Positive stories about chapters or member activities

	BPA
	x
	x
	x

	DECA
	x
	x
	x

	FBLA
	x
	x
	

	FCCLA
	x
	x
	x

	FFA
	x
	x
	x

	HOSA
	x
	x
	x

	PALS
	
	x
	

	SkillsUSA
	x
	x
	x

	TSA
	x
	x
	



Integration & Fulfillment of Needs
The contents of each organization’s website discussed the various positive reasons to become a member or add a chapter of their group to your school. Among this information, many of the organizations shared expectations about the actions of members at events, mission, and vision statements to discuss their goals as a group, and value statements to provide specific information about the culture of the organization. Beyond these needs, many of these organizations make statements and provide evidence about the career and college readiness of their members due to certificates, scholarships, and skill development. The table below summarizes the diverse types of communication provided on the websites of these CTSOs regarding integration and fulfillment of needs. 

Table 3
Summary of Integration & Fulfillment of Needs Contents of Websites

	Organization
	Mission and Vision Statements
	Value Statements
	Career and College Readiness
	Non-Discrimination and/or Belonging Statement

	BPA
	x
	x
	x
	x

	DECA
	x
	x
	x
	

	FBLA
	x
	x
	x
	x

	FCCLA
	x
	x
	x
	x

	FFA
	x
	x
	x
	x

	HOSA
	x
	x
	x
	

	PALS
	x
	x
	x
	x

	SkillsUSA
	x
	x
	x
	x

	TSA
	x
	x
	x
	



Shared Emotional Connection
The contents of each organization’s website discussed the numerous ways that members can connect at the various levels of membership including local, state, national, and for some international activities. Additionally, all the organizations provided some information about their history and founding details; however, not all organizations shared a detailed timeline and information about the history of their organization. All the organizations offered competitions and professional development that would allow for connection between members. Few of the organizations had ways for members to connect online through their website, but all of them provided contact information for more information about the organization. Success stories of members and chapters were highlighted on all the websites, and some organizations provided information about results from competitions to highlight success. The table below summarizes the information about shared connections within each of the explored CTSOs.

Table 4
Summary of Shared Emotional Connection Contents of Websites
	Organization
	Allowed connection of members on the website
	History and Information about Founding
	Information about Competitions and Professional Development Activity
	Success Stories of Members and Chapters
	Competition Results

	BPA
	
	x
	x
	x
	

	DECA
	
	x
	x
	x
	

	FBLA
	x
	x
	x
	x
	

	FFA
	
	x
	x
	x
	x

	HOSA
	
	x
	x
	x
	x

	PAS
	
	x
	x
	x
	

	SkillsUSA
	
	x
	x
	x
	

	TSA
	x
	
	x
	x
	



Conclusions

	The analysis of CTSO websites revealed that all four tenets of the SoC Theory, membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection, were present in publicly available content. This suggests that CTSOs intentionally communicate elements of belonging through their messaging, aligning with McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) SoC framework and prior research identifying CTSOs as environments that support student engagement and connection (NRCCTE, 2005; Magnera, 2024). 
Membership was consistently emphasized through clear structures for joining, chapter organization, and identity, reinforcing the importance of defined group boundaries in fostering belonging (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). This aligns with research indicating that structured participation supports inclusion and engagement (Lewis & Bates, 2018; NRCCTE, 2005). Opportunities for influence were also prominent, with all organizations highlighting leadership roles, student voice, and active participation. These findings reflect the reciprocal relationship between members and organizations described in SoC Theory and support existing literature linking leadership engagement to increased motivation and involvement (Taylor, 2006; Threeton & Pellock, 2009). The integration and fulfillment of needs dimension was evident through messaging around career readiness, skill development, and professional opportunities. This supports prior research demonstrating that CTSO participation enhances students’ perceptions of college and career readiness (Haynes, 2021; Marshall, 2024) and reinforces the role of CTSOs as experiential learning environments (Swinehart Held, 2023; NRCCTE, 2005). Shared emotional connection was communicated through conferences, competitions, traditions, and member success stories. These shared experiences align with research highlighting their role in fostering belonging and organizational identity (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Gieg et al., 2015; NRCCTE, 2005).
Although all organizations reflected SoC tenets, differences emerged in the depth of communication. FCCLA and FFA provided the most comprehensive representations, while PAS and TSA offered more limited public-facing content. As McMillan (1996) suggests, community is reinforced through communication, indicating that more explicit messaging may strengthen perceptions of belonging. Overall, CTSO websites function not only as informational tools but as mechanisms for communicating community and identity. While the presence of SoC elements is consistent, variation in their visibility highlights an opportunity for more intentional and explicit communication of belonging across organizations.

Recommendations/Discussion/Implications

	The purpose of this study was to examine the extent to which the tenets of the SoC Theory were present in the publicly accessible website content of the BPA, DECA, FBLA, FCCLA, FFA, HOSA, PAS, SkillsUSA, and TSA. The website content was also examined to determine the similarities and differences between what information was shared on these CTSO publicly available websites. This research study highlights the importance of information on public websites of organizations so that a clear picture can be drawn about the organization and how members engage. This allows information about the organization to be made clear to the public who might be considering partnering with the organization locally. One limitation of this study is that the content on the websites that were studied only included the information that was publicly available. More information to address the tenets of SoC Theory might be behind the student or advisor log-in on the websites.
Across organizations, SoC Theory was most strongly communicated through descriptions of leadership opportunities, competitive events, conferences, and professional development experiences. These elements reflect the integration and fulfillment of needs and shared emotional connection components of SoC Theory, as they emphasize skill development, collective achievement, and shared experiences among members. The consistent presence of these offerings across CTSOs highlights a shared understanding of engagement as central to college and career readiness and aligns with prior research positioning CTSOs as contexts for experiential learning and youth development. Despite this consistency, notable differences emerged in the depth and explicitness with which SoC Theory tenets were communicated. FCCLA and FFA provided the most extensive and detailed website content related to community, belonging, and engagement, whereas PAS and TSA offered more limited public-facing information. These differences may reflect variation in organizational size, resources, historical longevity, or communication strategies rather than a lack of commitment to student belonging. Importantly, even organizations with less descriptive website content still communicated core elements of SoC Theory through mission statements, activity descriptions, and membership information.
Explicit statements addressing belonging, inclusion, and behavioral expectations varied across organizations. BPA, FBLA, FCCLA, FFA, PAS, and SkillsUSA publicly shared a Non-discrimination Statement, Statement of Belonging, or Code of Conduct, which directly supports the membership and influence tenets of SoC Theory by clarifying norms, values, and expectations for participation. The absence of such statements on some public websites does not necessarily indicate their absence within the organization, but it may limit how clearly prospective members and stakeholders can identify organizational commitments to inclusion and community.
[bookmark: _wl9l2tuueto]Opportunities for member voice and interaction were also unevenly represented. While all CTSOs described ways members can contribute ideas or engage in leadership, FBLA and TSA provided interactive online features such as discussion boards that allow members to connect directly through the website. Similarly, only a small number of organizations publicly shared national competition results, which may serve as a mechanism for reinforcing shared emotional connection and identity. These differences suggest that CTSOs vary in how intentionally they leverage their website to reinforce community beyond in-person events. Collectively, the findings suggest that while the tenets of SoC Theory are broadly present across CTSO websites, organizations differ in how explicitly and comprehensively they communicate these elements to external audiences. Websites appear to function not only as informational tools but also as symbolic spaces where organizational values related to belonging and engagement are conveyed.
[bookmark: _6y7e0ha83gd2]For CTSO leaders and advisors, these findings underscore the importance of organizational websites as entry points into the student experience. Public-facing website content plays a critical role in shaping perceptions of belonging for prospective members, families, educators, and stakeholders. Organizations may benefit from intentionally aligning website messaging with the tenets of SoC Theory by clearly articulating how membership, voice, shared experiences, and member needs are supported. CTSO leaders may also consider increasing the visibility of Statements of Belonging, Non-discrimination Statements, and Codes of Conduct on public websites. Making these commitments explicit may strengthen perceptions of psychological safety and inclusion, particularly for students from historically marginalized backgrounds. Additionally, incorporating interactive features, member stories, and celebratory artifacts such as competition results may further enhance shared emotional connection and reinforce organizational identity. At the local level, educators and advisors can use national CTSO website content as a tool to introduce students to organizational values and opportunities for engagement. Highlighting how CTSOs foster community may support recruitment, retention, and sustain student participation.
Future research should examine social media platforms, and chapter-level websites to gain a more comprehensive understanding of how SoC Theory is communicated and experienced across organizational levels. Additionally, qualitative studies that include student and advisor perspectives could help determine whether website representations align with lived experiences of belonging and engagement for CTSO members. 
[bookmark: _Hlk225949927]
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