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Lacking (Comm)fidence?: A qualitative inquiry into pre-service SBAE teachers’ self-efficacy to teach agricultural communications

Abstract

[bookmark: _Int_cuD7OYeh][bookmark: _Int_l8BpGL0h]Employability and career readiness have been central to the secondary school-based agricultural education (SBAE) classroom since its inception. Recently, communication skills have been identified as critical competencies to support employability in agricultural fields, and researchers have highlighted the need to better understand the implementation of agricultural communication content in SBAE programs. We conducted a qualitative case study methodology with six pre-service SBAE teachers to explore their self-efficacy for teaching agricultural communications content. Multi-stage coding, thematic analysis, and group debrief were used to emerge five unique themes, including high teaching efficacy, baseline confidence, perceived value, limited exposure, and mixed intent to implement. Pre-service agricultural educators displayed a high teaching process efficacy, but a shallow agricultural communications content efficacy. Therefore, participants felt a baseline confidence to teach agricultural communications, even when perceiving commendable value due to its valuable implications. Limited exposure to agricultural communications was identified as a barrier that produced a mixed, opportunistic intention to implement. This investigation illuminated the evolving landscape of integrating agricultural communications into SBAE classrooms and provided unique insights and recommendations for practice and research. 

Introduction

[bookmark: _Int_gBSORLUH]	Communication competence is foundational to success across the various agricultural career pathways (Atkins et al., 2022; Clem, 2013; Corder & Irlbeck, 2018; Easterly et al., 2017; Wyss & Cletzer, 2023). Agricultural professionals have consistently recognized broad, transferable communications skills that most agricultural professionals should possess, such as strong written communication skills, public speaking, and targeting messages to specific audiences (Atkins et al., 2022; Atkins et al, 2025; Clem, 2013; Colclasure, 2020; Easterly et al., 2017; Kurtzo et al., 2016; Leal et al., 2020; Wyss & Cletzer, 2023). In addition to scoping communication skills, experts have observed an increasing need for specialized communication competencies required in some agricultural careers, particularly those with job responsibilities that explicitly involve communication strategies (Kurtzo et al., 2017). Specialized skills agricultural communications professionals may need include public relations strategy, media production and content creation, social media strategy, and crisis communication (Atkins et al., 2022; Atkins et al., 2025; Easterly et al., 2017; Kainer & Leggette, 2023; Williford et al., 2016). Collectively, agricultural communications research conducted over the past decade involving industry professionals, academics, and agricultural students underscores the growing importance of communication skill attainment for future agricultural professionals. 
 
	Much of the prior research in agricultural communications skill development has focused on identifying consensus among stakeholders (e.g., industry professionals, faculty, students, and communications professionals) regarding the skills future professionals need most (Atkins et al., 2022; Atkins et al., 2025; Clem, 2013; Colclasure, 2020; Crawford et al., 2011; Kurtzo et al., 2016; Leal, 2020; Morgan & Rucker, 2013; Wyss & Cletzer, 2023) and comparing employability needs to current curriculum offerings (Cannon et al., 2016; Corder & Irlbeck, 2018; Crawford et al., 2011). Although communication skills have been consistently identified as a skillset needed for employability, researchers in the field have identified significant gaps in agricultural students’ development of these skills (Crawford & Fink, 2019). Moreover, scholars recommend continued evaluation of students’ needs in agricultural communications areas along with enhanced communications-related curriculum options for agricultural students (Atkins et al., 2025; Calico et al., 2014; Easterly et al., 2017; Giorgi et al., 2025).

	Researchers have highlighted the need to better understand the implementation of agricultural communications instruction in secondary school-based agricultural education (SBAE) programs (Corder & Irlbeck, 2018; Giorgi et al., 2025; Lawson et al., 2021). Despite consensus on the importance of communication skills, many high school agriculture program graduates had limited exposure to agricultural communications as a discipline and little training and skill development in communications (Atkins et al., 2022; Corder & Irlbeck, 2018; Giorgi et al., 2025). SBAE programs naturally provide ideal learning environments for students to develop communication skills through direct instruction or through the integration of agricultural communications content into other technical agriculture courses.  

	To help elevate communication as a central content area in agricultural education programs, the National Council for Agricultural Education recently introduced the Education, Communication, and Leadership (ECL) pathway as part of a national revision of agricultural education standards. The ECL pathway emphasizes written communication, public speaking, digital communication, leadership communication, media production, and interpersonal skills (National Council for Agricultural Education, 2024). Students exposed to agricultural communications content through authentic, hands-on learning experiences in agricultural curricula, such as multimedia production, design projects, or oral presentations, demonstrated greater gains in technical knowledge (Calico et al., 2014). These findings align with agricultural education’s long-standing experiential learning philosophy and reinforce the capacity of SBAE programs to foster professionally relevant communication competencies.

	Although initiatives such as the new ECL pathway can help facilitate the inclusion of agricultural communications instruction in SBAE classrooms, sustained inclusion is contingent upon the ability and willingness of SBAE teachers to teach communications skills to their students. However, SBAE teachers have reported a lack of curriculum and training necessary to incorporate communication instruction in meaningful ways (DiBenedetto et al., 2018; Lawson, 2021; Swenson et al., 2021). Additionally, teachers may struggle to teach communication skills due to limited time for developing new lessons, inadequate access to technology, uncertainty about how to teach communication concepts, and minimal exposure to agricultural communications during teacher preparation programs (Giorgi et al., 2025; McKay et al., 2022). Little research has examined how these barriers, or other factors, influence SBAE teachers’ inclusion of agricultural communications content in their courses. As future educators who may soon be responsible for addressing competency gaps in their classrooms, pre-service SBAE teachers constitute a critical population for understanding potential supports or barriers to future teachers’ adoption of communications curricula. 

Theoretical Framework

	Teacher self-efficacy, or a teacher’s belief in their ability to create desired outcomes in student experiences and learning (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001), was a central focus of this study due to its well-documented influence on teachers’ instructional behaviors and curriculum decisions. Teacher self-efficacy is an extension of Bandura’s (1997) self-efficacy theory, which asserts that individuals’ beliefs in their capabilities to learn or perform tasks at a designated level influence task engagement, effort, and persistence more than actual ability or anticipated outcomes. Bandura’s (1997) theory further posits that self-efficacy beliefs are developed through four primary sources: mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, verbal or social persuasion, and physiological and emotional states. 

In prior SBAE research, teachers with higher self-efficacy were more likely to demonstrate greater confidence in teaching specific content areas and an increased willingness to implement unfamiliar or emerging curriculum (Stripling et al., 2008; Wolf, 2011). Teachers with lower self-efficacy, on the other hand, may avoid content areas they perceive as challenging or beyond the scope of their expertise, regardless of whether those topics are emphasized in state or national standards (Stripling et al., 2008). Further, self-efficacy has been examined in agricultural education research to investigate how circumstances opportunities such as experiential learning opportunities, mentorship, and professional preparation experiences shape teacher self-efficacy (McKim & Velez, 2016). We sought to examine pre-service SBAE teachers’ self-efficacy to teach agricultural communications content to provide insight into how preservice preparation experiences shape future teachers’ confidence and willingness to implement agricultural communications standards within SBAE programs. 

Purpose and Research Question

[bookmark: _Int_TNYJFzSl]The purpose of this qualitative case study was to describe how pre-service SBAE teachers experience self-efficacy related to teaching agricultural communications content as they prepare to enter the profession. By exploring pre-service teachers’ perceived confidence, experiences in their preparation and training, and their felt challenges and support, we sought to develop insights that may inform agriculture teacher preparedness programs and training efforts to help support the inclusion of agricultural communications instructions in SBAE classrooms. To guide our inquiry, we posed the following research question: How do University of Tennessee, Knoxville (UTK) pre-service SBAE teachers describe their self-efficacy to teach agricultural communications content?

Methodology

	We utilized an exploratory, single case study design for this qualitative inquiry to investigate the pre-service agricultural educators’ confidence to implement agricultural communications content into their future secondary classrooms (Yin, 2017). Yin’s (2017) case study approach aligned well with this study, as the time, location, participant characteristics, and context served as a bounded system for data analysis. These factors are necessary for an in-depth understanding of the case, with the participants being chief among the others.

Case Selection and Description

	This investigation examined undergraduate pre-service agricultural education teachers (n = 6) enrolled at UTK during the Fall 2025 semester, who were completing their last semester of teacher preparation coursework before student teaching. The case study selection criteria ensured participants had relevant knowledge and experiences necessary to discuss their confidence in teaching agricultural communications content at the high school level (Creswell & Poth, 2025). 

	At the time of data collection, study participants had successfully completed courses such as, ALEC 392: Agricultural Education Seminar and Field Experience, ALEC 345: Program Planning and Learning Design in Agriscience Education, and ALEC 434: Methods of Teaching Agriscience. This coursework, in conjunction with a 15-credit-hour, semester-long student teaching experience and 97 additional credit-hours in general education, secondary teacher preparation, and agricultural content courses, comprises the Agricultural Education curriculum at UTK. All Additionally, all participants had taken two agricultural communications courses required in the curriculum, and four had taken an additional course as an elective to fulfill their general education requirements. 

	This case included a total of six participants (n = 6), four male and two female pre-service teachers. These six pre-service teachers (see Table 1) ranged in age from 20 to 22 years old. Each participant’s academic major was agricultural education, and three participants had a minor. Two minored in plant science, and one had minors in aAgricultural bBusiness and iInternational aAgriculture and nNatural rResources. We purposefully selected participants for this study based on their progress within the agricultural education teacher preparation program; they had completed the required coursework but had not yet begun their student teaching experience at the time we collected data.

Table 1

Study Participant Demographics

	Pseudonym
	Gender Identity
	Age
	Race
	Ag. Comm. Courses Taken

	
	
	
	
	ALEC 
240
	ALEC 340 
	ALEC 440

	Anna
	Female
	21
	White
	X
	X
	X

	Rachel
	Female
	21
	White
	X
	X
	X

	William
	Male
	20
	White
	X
	X
	X

	Jane
	Female
	21
	White
	X
	X
	X

	Bailey
	Female
	22
	White
	X
	
	X

	James
	Male
	22
	White
	X
	
	X


Note. ALEC 240: Effective Oral Communications; ALEC 340: Strategic Communication in Agricultural and Natural Resources for Global Audiences; ALEC 440: Writing for Professional Careers in Industry and Academia

Data Collection 

	This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at [University].the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. Participants were recruited by the primary researcher through a direct email describing the investigation’s voluntary consent form, objectives, procedures, and confidentiality. Invitations to participate were sent to nine individuals in total, and six pre-service agricultural educators agreed to participate. The primary researcher then scheduled 45-minute, one-on-one, virtual interviews via Zoom video conferencing software. Each interview was conducted in a quiet, private space to ensure comfort and confidentiality. The primary researcher utilized a 16-item semi-structured interview protocol to guide the conversation. Interviews were recorded using Zoom’s cloud feature, which provided a written, verbatim transcript. Each transcript was reviewed with the corresponding recording to ensure the accuracy of the transcription. To protect confidentiality, all participants were assigned pseudonyms, and any identifying information or personal affiliations were removed in transcripts and reporting.

	The interview protocol utilized open-ended and probing questions to gain insight into participants' perspectives of their confidence to teach agricultural communications at the secondary level. This protocol was developed through a review of literature and guided by Bandura’s (1997) self-efficacy theory. Participants were asked questions such as, “Can you describe any prior experience in agricultural communications?  How confident do you feel in your ability to teach agricultural communications topics in the future? What resources or experiences do you typically use to learn about and prepare to teach new agricultural topics, such as agricultural communications, during your teacher preparation program? In your opinion, what role do agricultural communications skills play in students’ education and future careers?” To ensure accuracy of accounts, the primary researcher asked clarifying questions, as needed. 

Data Triangulation

To foster credibility and trustworthiness of our findings, we employed investigator and data triangulation, which supports convergence of evidence across data sources (Creswell & Poth, 2025). Multiple sources of data were intentionally integrated to construct a thick, holistic description of the case. Semi-structured interviews were used as the primary data source because due to the depth and breadth of their depth of interaction with participants for data collection. Clinical teaching observations provided a secondary source of data to provide a more impartial, n outside perspective of pre-service teachers’ teaching efficacy. Each study participant completed two clinical teaching experiences during ALEC 434. Evaluations were completed by supervising SBAE teachers, external to the case study, that assessed each pre-service teachers’ instructional performances during clinical teaching experiences. Lastly, a participant survey was administered as a tertiary data source to capture pre-service teachers’ perceived self-efficacy specific to teaching communications content. This survey questionnaire included Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy’s (2001) Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale, as well as a 10-item construct intended to measure pre-service teachers’ self-efficacy for teaching communication skills. This added construct,  identified guided in by prior literature, identified as key communication competencies needed among future agriculture professionals.  

To further triangulate findings, two members of the research team independently coded the qualitativequalitative data and engaged in peer debriefing to compare coding decisions and resolve any potential discrepancies. This iterative process provideds analytic reflexivity and strengthensstrengthened interpretative rigor (Creswell & Poth, 2025). Collectively, by using a collaborative analytic process and integrating multiple data sources, we  enhanced the credibility of the findings and supported a robust examination of pre-service SBAE teachers’ self-efficacy to teach agricultural communications content. 

Data Analysis 

	We employed a multi-stage coding methodology to analyze the qualitative data associated with this study (Saldaña, 2021). Two members of the research team coded the data in two subsequent cycles. Additionally, thematic analysis and a research group debrief meeting were utilized to gain consensus on emergent themes and to story the data into a relevant, coherent narrative of the case.

First-cycle coding consisted of three independent rounds using descriptive, in-vivo, and magnitude coding techniques (Saldaña, 2021). First, we utilized descriptive coding because it is appropriate for studies with multiple data sources and provided the “essential groundwork for second-cycle coding and further analysis and interpretation” (Saldaña, 2021, p.136). Next, in-vivo coding was used to ensure the voices of pre-service agricultural educators were upheld, honored, and represented throughout data analysis (Saldaña, 2021). Lastly, we applied magnitude coding to interview transcripts to demonstrate the overall “intensity, frequency, direction, presence or evaluative content” of a previously coded sentiment (Saldaña, 2021, p. 115). In total, the three rounds of coding yielded 1,533 individual codes.

	We then used axial coding as a second-cycle coding technique to reduce initial codes into representative categories and subcategories for further analysis. Through the second-cycle coding process, eight axial code categories emerged. Upon completion of coding, the research team met to debrief and discuss axial categories, potential emergent themes, and assertions to achieve consensus (Saldaña, 2021). Through a categorical thematic analysis process, the data corpus was reduced into five emergent themes and storied into a coherent, representative narrative of the case (Saldaña, 2021).

Qualitative Quality and Reflexivity 

We employed Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) evaluative criteria of qualitative research to ensure rigor, quality, and trustworthiness of findings and subsequent conclusions. Lincoln and Guba (1985) assert that the trustworthiness of qualitative research can be defined by four central standards, including credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. To ensure each of the qualitative criteria was addressed, the research team strategically implemented methodological interventions, such as peer debriefing, triangulation, and the utilization of thick, robust case descriptions through the research process. 

	To address reflexivity, it is important to note that all members of the research team were known to the study’s participants through their roles as graduate assistants, instructors, and academic mentors within the department that housed the participants’ degree program. We recognize the possibility of bias as a result of these relationships and implemented various methodological measures to mitigate the risk of bias throughout the study. 

Limitations

We acknowledge several limitations of this study, which we encourage readers to consider. First, because this research is qualitative, we do not presuppose the generalizability of our findings. Instead, our aim was to produce findings that may be transferable to other specific contexts. Additionally, we recognize that a participant group of six individuals is a limitation in this study. However, Dworkin (2012) described between five and 50 participants as an adequate sample size for research using in-depth, one-on-one interviews, and we believe that data saturation was reached (Fusch & Ness, 2015).  

Results

	This case study explored undergraduate pre-service SBAE teachers (n = 6) enrolled at [University] UTK in the final semester of teacher preparation coursework before student teaching. Qualitative data analysis resulted in five emergent themes describing pre-service agricultural educators’ self-efficacy to teach agricultural communications at the secondary level. Participants displayed (a) high SBAE self-efficacy, (b) baseline confidence, (c) perceived value, (d) limited exposure, and (e) mixed intent to implement regarding the integration of agricultural communications into their high school classrooms. 

Theme 1: High SBAE Self-Efficacy

	Pre-service agricultural educators in this case confidently perceived themselves as possessing a high level of teaching efficacy. Furthermore, participants in the study displayed a strong sense of confidence regarding the distinct process of teaching; however, they were apprehensive about teaching foundational agricultural communications content. 

	One participant, Anna, highlighted her teaching abilities by plainly stating, “I feel pretty confident in my ability to [teach] from my own personal experiences, as well as my ability to do research.” When reviewing Anna’s first clinical teaching evaluation, the supervising teacher corroborated her high teaching efficacy. Another participant, William, noted proudly that he has “always been good at teaching people.” He continued by saying, “I'm pretty good at giving people advice and preparing them.” On both clinical teaching evaluations, his supervising teachers noted nearly perfect instructional performance, reflecting a high level of observed teaching competence.

	When asked to describe course content creation, all study participants noted they often refer to former coursework from their collegiate experience to outline lesson plans. As an illustration, when asked to describe the process in which James develops lessons, he reflected saying, “I usually draw on previous experiences that I'm most comfortable with. Thinking back to the lessons that I was taught, or the ones that I've seen through classroom observations.” Rachel mirrored this sentiment by confidently stating, “I definitely have used a lot of prior knowledge from classes at the university,” while Jane similarly described how she “pulled in previous chemistry and biology lab classes.” Likewise, Bailey passionately championed her past college courses as “helpful.” She chronicled a powerful story regarding utilizing her undergraduate soil science course as a reference. “When I did a lesson on soil science, I thought back to the soil science class I had to take a couple years ago, and that helped me tremendously,” she explained. 

	Nevertheless, participants recognized struggling with the conceptual understanding of foundational agricultural communications and indicated this knowledge gap hindered their confidence to teach itthe content. Jane explained herself candidly as “probably not that confident” regarding teaching agricultural communications. She further explained and clarified, “I think maybe parts of it. I could probably teach a little bit.” William resonated this sentiment by plainly stating, “I don't know enough to expand on it.” Anna also described skeptically, “It would probably take a lot of prep work for me to make sure that I am teaching them correct information.” In essence, pre-service teachers felt confident in their ability to teach effectively, regardless of the specific content. Furthermore, supervising teachers also indicated through in the participants’ clinical teaching evaluations that a variety of teaching methods were used, demonstration of technical knowledge of the subject was present, and communication with students was high. Although pre-service agricultural educators’ teaching process efficacy was high, they continued to appear hesitant to explicitly express similar confidence levels when referencing teaching specific agricultural communications concepts.

Theme 2: Baseline Confidence

	Pre-service teachers throughout this investigation demonstrated a sense of baseline confidence in their ability to teach agricultural communications, particularly in foundational skills such as public speaking. Participants frequently described themselves as possessing a general level of competence rooted in basic communication principles and prior experiences. When asked about confidence in teaching agricultural communications skills, James expressed confidence in his ability to teach “public speaking in general,” explaining that he has “been doing public speaking since [he] was a freshman in high school.” This baseline confidence suggests an initial belief that teaching agricultural communications was possible with significant preparation and effort. Bailey strongly highlighted this conditional confidence, stating, “I need to freshen up on that [animal science] to feel confident, but public speaking, I feel confident in.”

	Participants cautiously expressed that their confidence stemmed from viewing agricultural communications as an extension of fundamental communication skills. Anna reflected this perception, stating, “I feel like I have a decent base knowledge about it,” emphasizing that while her understanding was not exhaustive, it provided a starting point for instruction. Similarly, William explained that “a lot of the things that you'd want to teach high school students are just basic communication skills,” reinforcing that agricultural communications content felt accessible due to its overlap with general communication competencies. William further illuminated by statingexplained, “I'm pretty good at giving people the pointers and putting them on the right track on how to just be a better speaker… and then on more broad topics.” However, another participant, Anna, when asked directly about teaching agricultural communications , Anna expressed hesitantly, noting:

“I feel like I could… I could do it. It would probably take a lot of work for me to do it. I think I do have a pretty good baseline. But that would definitely be something that I would have to develop and put more work into.” 

	Anna’s sentiment illustrates the distinction participants identified between baseline agricultural communications confidence and full content efficacy and preparedness. This sentiment was shared by William, expressing nervousness, “I think I feel pretty confident in my ability. Public speaking has always kind of been a strong suit of mine.” All participants reported the highest confidence in teaching public speaking, drawing from personal experiences in this area. Bailey noted enthusiastically:

“I'm pretty confident in public speaking... I'm very confident in teaching that, just because I already had to learn these. [It’s] not something I learned 10 years ago that I don’t remember how I learned it. I still remember all those steps I had to take to build up to learn how to public speak.”

	Also, when comparing interview transcripts with survey results, confidence in teaching public speaking was demonstrated. When participants were asked to rate their confidence in teaching agricultural communications skills using the survey scale, the mean confidence (M = 8.33, SD = 1.21) rating for teaching public speaking indicated pre-service agricultural educators felt their confidence to teach public speaking lies between “quite a bit” and “a great deal.”

Theme 3: Perceived Value

	Although participants in this case study perceived themselves as possessing a baseline confidence to teach agricultural communications, all participants placed meaningful value on the advantages of teaching this content. Participants endorsed agricultural communications as a conduit of career readiness and job attainment due to the capacity to enhance transferable skills.

	William noted, “There's more and more” career opportunities available in agricultural communications. He continued to explain enthusiastically that the evolving agricultural industry job market is “a really important reason to educate on ag comm.” James noted the social impact of agricultural communications by to produceing a variety of professional skills needed to attain and flourish on the job market. He described, “I can see how ag comm has great benefit to society...I see the technical and soft skills that you learn.” Rachel also admitted that, as an undergraduate student, herself, when job searching, she “needs these skills to move on to get into some of these positions” in the agricultural industry. She praised the professional foundation that provided by agricultural communications provides students. She explained, “When it comes to ag comm, or communications in general, whether it be ag-related or not, it helps to set up such a base.”

	Participants also connected the professional capacity for agricultural communications to assist in promoting agricultural literacy and closing the gap of understanding between producers and consumers. Rachel explained how agricultural communications is, “serious stuff.” She continued, “This is how we're finding out about all of the ag problems, because it was written down in an article that someone wrote. It's an important field to talk about and include.” Pre-service teachers recognize how grand challenges in the agricultural industry can be improved through agricultural communicators. James portrayed a culturally misunderstood industry in agriculture, searching for social acceptance. He illustrated this phenomenon by saying:
 
“I can see how [agricultural communications] can go a long way in our industry, because a major component of our industry is that people don't get us. They don't understand us, and don't know what we do. Ag comm seems to be a really wonderful conduit to express and to communicate with the public about what's going on [and] what we do.”

	Participants also recognized significance in teaching agricultural communications at the high school level to advance recruitment, retention, motivation, and engagement in their agriscience programs and FFA chapters. William reflected that agricultural communications is, “an aspect that students don't really get in their other classrooms. So, it's a really good opportunity to engage some students who might not be as interested in agriculture.”

	Furthermore, pre-service teachers saw value in agricultural communications coursework because they perceived it to align with student interests, motivated by the uniqueness and versatility of the content. Anna promoted agricultural communications accordingly by saying, “Every student in high school should take an ag comm class, because there's just not a class like it.” Bailey also realistically admitted, “I do see an uptick in high schoolers being interested in it.”

Theme 4: Limited Exposure

	Participants consistently described limited exposure to agricultural communications content during their pre-service preparation, which contributed to uncertainty about how they regarding how they conceptualized the discipline, as a whole. Several participants indicated difficulty defining agricultural communications or fully understanding its scope. James acknowledged, “I don't know if I could provide a concrete definition of agricultural communications,” while William admitted that the topic had not previously been significant to him, stating, “This wasn't something that I really thought of until today.” This lack of conceptual clarity appeared to influence participants’ confidence. Anna, as  Anna explained that unfamiliarity with content could increase her own apprehension, “Maybe if I knew more about the content. If there was something that I hadn't known much about, that might make me nervous.” 

	Participants also emphasized a lack of vicarious experiences, specifically limited opportunities to observe agricultural communications being taught during their pre-service preparation. Many reported that while their coursework addressed communication broadly; however,, it rarely focused on agricultural communications as a distinct instructional area. Although students reported taking two agricultural communications courses throughout their academic program, there was an evident disconnect in delineation between major coursework and agricultural communications focused coursework. Anna reflected, “I've just had regular ALEC classes. As far as I can remember, I haven't had an ag comm class,” while Rachel similarly noted, “I did not get the opportunity to take a full ag comm class.” Jane also echoed this sentiment, stating, “I guess some of the ALEC classes touch on it, but I don't think that I've taken a specific ag comm classes,” and later added plainly, “I've never seen anybody teach ag comm.” 

Even though participants had completed a minimum of two agricultural communications courses, they were unable to conceptualize them as standalone, foundational courses. Participants viewed the courses as a university requirement rather than a true agricultural communications foundational course. This perceived, yet not actualized, absence of instructional models limited participants’ ability to envision how agricultural communications content could be delivered within SBAE programs. Additionally, participants referenced the passage of time since completing foundational communication courses, such as ALEC 240, which many took early in their academic programs. Anna reflected, “That was my freshman year, so that's been a while…” Jane added that “most people take it as freshmen,” reinforcing the early placement of these courses. This distance appeared to affect participants’ recall and perceived applicability of the content, as Bailey admitted, “the public speaking one…I completely forgot about that my first semester.” This passage of time seemed to limit their recollection and conceptualization of agricultural communications coursework already integrated within into their SBAE preparation program.

	Although some participants had informal or partial exposure to communication-related skills, these experiences were often fragmented and disconnected from formal instruction in agricultural communications. Bailey described engaging in communication tasks for collegiate organizations, but noted, “I really haven't had any classes related to journalism, graphic design, or anything in that realm. It's really just public speaking.” William similarly reported that his coursework did not explicitly address applied communication skills, stating, “I don't really think I've had any classes where they've really specifically taught how to do graphic design and stuff like that.” Jane also highlighted this distinction, saying, “I feel like they teach you how to teach ag science and ag business, but they don't really teach you how to teach communications. They teach you how to do it, but they don't teach you how to teach it.” 

Theme 5: Mixed Intent to Implement

	Participants expressed a mixed intent to implement agricultural communications content in their future SBAE programs. Although most participants viewed agricultural communications as deeply valuable and beneficial for students, their willingness to teach the content was often conditional and appeared to be shaped by perceived preparedness, availability of curriculum, and uncertainty about teaching agricultural communications as a full course versus integrating it content within existing classes.

	Participants widely perceived agricultural communications as an asset to SBAE programs, even when included in limited or embedded forms. Anna emphasized that integrating agricultural communications into existing curriculum would be advantageous for students, stating that adding it “into curriculum is nothing but beneficial, even if it’s just a section.” She specifically suggested that incorporating a section in an agriscience course “could be great,” reinforcing the perception that standalone courses were not the only viable pathway for implementation. Jane similarly expressed conditional confidence regarding the delivery of content. She explained that she would feel more capablecapable of teaching agricultural communications if it were not presented as an entire course. She noted that she could be confident “if it wasn’t just an ag comm class” and instead consisted of “throwing bits and pieces in a regular ag science class.” Overall, the participants viewed unit-level integration as a more realistic and approachable implementation method.

	Participants’ intent to implement agricultural communications increased notably when they discussed the availability of pre-made curriculum and instructional resources. Anna indicated a willingness to teach a full agricultural communications course if adequate support were provided, stating that “if I had the time and curriculum ready, I would be completely willing to teach an ag comm class.” Jane echoed this reliance on resources, expressing that access to materials that were “easy to understand” would enable her to teach the content, even if she lacked extensive prior training. James further demonstrated this resource-dependent intent, describing interest in incorporating agricultural communications while acknowledging current limitations in confidence and preparation. He stated, “I would love to teach ag comm, at least incorporate it in my class atto some degree one day, and if it was strong enough and popular enough, it could become its own class. But until I know more about it, and I have enough resources to be confident, I don't think I can do much with it.” Overall, participants demonstrated a varied intent to implement agricultural communications instruction. Although pre-service agricultural educators recognized its benefits and expressed interest in teaching agricultural communications, most individuals preferred integration with sufficient curriculum and resources through existing courses rather than standalone offerings.

Conclusions, Recommendations, and Implications

	Our findings indicate that the pre-service agricultural educators in this study perceive themselves as having high teaching efficacy, which aligns with outside evaluations of their teaching, but low content efficacy regarding potentially implementing agricultural communications content in their high school classrooms. Participants in this investigation recognized public speaking as an agricultural communications skill. However, they clearly identified the breath of the agricultural communications discipline as reaching far beyond solely public speaking.  Although participants in the study saw great value in teaching agricultural communications as an avenue of career readiness, their confidence in teaching agricultural communications was limited, as teacher preparation coursework concentrated primarily on pedagogy associated with other topics.

	

Despite an expressed need for further exposure to agricultural communications from study participants, the standardized 120-credit-hour undergraduate curriculum leaves little room for additional coursework without sacrificing other content or incurring punitive action for excessive credit requirements (Kramer, 2018). Additionally, the lack of a firm understanding of agricultural communications skills and concepts evidenced in the participants’ interviews, despite completed coursework in the discipline, indicates that additional classes for these preservice teachers may not be effective without a pedagogical skill component. In our case, a more reasonable recommendation is to evaluate where agricultural communications content skills can be intentionally integrated into current agricultural education teacher preparation courses, aligning with Giorgi et al.’s (2025) recommendations. 
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