[bookmark: _Hlk201854218]Growing Beyond Support to Cultivate Success: Examining the Meaning of School-Based Agricultural Education for Students with Disabilities
Javonne Mullins, The Ohio State University
Rebecca Mott, University of Missouri
Jon Simonsen, University of Missouri
Abstract
This hermeneutic phenomenological study examined and interpreted experiences of students with disabilities who were active in school-based agricultural education (SBAE). This study sought to answer the question, “What does it mean for students with mild to moderate disabilities to participate in SBAE programs?” Guided by van Manen’s approach, in-depth interviews, artifact elicitations and observations were interpreted by a team of researchers to illuminate patterns across classroom/laboratory, FFA, and SAE. Two paradoxical yet interconnected patterns emerged: Striving for Independence and Relying on Support. Participants emphasized how group activities, friendships, and skill development fostered independence and autonomy. Their stories and artifacts highlighted personal growth connected to experiencing SBAE while living with a disability. At the same time, participants described balancing independent participation with accepting assistance when needed. Individualized supports from SBAE teachers and parents often enhanced students’ independence, though parental overprotection, particularly from mothers, sometimes limited self-reliance both within SBAE and beyond school. These findings contribute to the limited research on students with disabilities in SBAE and offer insights for teachers and teacher educators seeking more inclusive practices. The study also highlights opportunities for future inquiry into the lived experiences and meanings of SBAE involvement for this population.
Introduction & Review of Literature
As far back as its inception, agricultural education has embodied the principles of hands-on, experiential learning, providing skills in ways that are accessible to all learners, including those with disabilities (Hoerst & Whittington, 2009). Rooted in Dewey’s philosophy of “learning by doing” and supported by constructivist theorists like Piaget and Lewin, agricultural education has historically emphasized hands-on, context-rich instruction (Dewey, 1938; Knobloch, 2003; Kolb, 2015). 
Today’s agricultural education programs utilize a blend of content and context-based delivery (Roberts & Ball, 2009). Agricultural education programs continue to prepare students for the agricultural workforce, a primary focus of Career and Technical Education (CTE) and SBAE (Norris et al., 2023). They also help develop agriculturally literate citizens that will contribute to society, whether future employment occurs in agriculture or a non-related career field. Programs prepare life-long learners by using an integrated approach consisting of industry-driven technical agricultural content and knowledge delivered using a blend of academic content (Roberts & Ball, 2009). Within this blended delivery paradigm, Roberts and Ball (2009) recommend that agriculture teachers should “place emphasis of the entire educational process at the student level” (p.88). Active, learner-centered practices help ensure all students are accessing and applying curriculum in a variety of ways, often different from one student to the next.
Over time, federal legislation has emphasized access, inclusion, and postsecondary readiness for students with disabilities in both general education and Career-Technical Education (CTE). The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) mandates placement in the least restrictive environment (LRE), expanding opportunities for students with disabilities to learn alongside nondisabled peers and access general education curriculum (IDEA, 2004; Heilmann et al., 2023). The Strengthening Career and Technical Education for the 21st Century Act (Perkins V) further prioritizes equitable access to CTE programs and workforce preparation for students with disabilities (Conrad et al., 2020; Harvey, 2001). Although historically students with disabilities were often tracked into less rigorous vocational programs, CTE is shifting toward a college and career ready framework, supported by increased funding, accountability measures, and a growing body of research demonstrating positive academic and postsecondary outcomes associated with CTE participation (Dougherty, 2016; Ecton & Dougherty, 2021).
During the 2022–2023 school year, the United States Department of Education reported that a record 15 percent of public-school students received special education services (National Center for Education Statistics, 2024). Current statistics indicating the number of students with disabilities in Career and Technical Education (CTE) and SBAE is limited. However, earlier research revealed that students with disabilities made up approximately 20 percent of total student enrollment in SBAE programs with continued growth likely (Dormody et al., 2006; Easterly & Myers, 2011; Pense, 2009). Numerous benefits of participation in CTE by students with disabilities have been documented including opportunities for hands-on practice through real-life application, higher graduation rates, higher employment rates following high school, and greater earnings (Advance CTE, 2020; Balfanz et al., 2013; Conrad et al., 2020; Dougherty et al., 2018; Kreisman & Stange, 2019).
Literature centered on students with disabilities in CTE and SBAE programs is limited and primarily focused on teacher attitudes, teacher preparedness, and the ability to carry out and adjust curriculum for students with learning differences. Past studies revealed that SBAE teachers often expressed positive attitudes toward including students with disabilities in their programs but held moderate levels of confidence in their teaching practices (Aschenbrener et al., 2010; Ramage et al., 2021; Wilkins-Brittain et al., 2022). Gaps existed in teacher knowledge related to accommodations, instructional strategies, and understanding special education policy (Aschenbrener et al., 2010; Faulkner & Baggett, 2010). 
Benefits from the students’ perspectives as well as meaningful lived experiences were not uncovered. Prior research is predominantly quantitative in nature and is not told from the perspective of the student living with the disability, leaving their voice unheard. This study aims to fill this gap in literature by interpreting stories of individuals with disabilities who were active participants in SBAE programs. 
Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to describe the meaning of involvement in a four-year school-based agricultural education (SBAE) program by students with mild to moderate disabilities, as well as to examine what it means for them to participate in all aspects of SBAE. The overarching question for this hermeneutic phenomenological study is “What does it mean for students with mild to moderate disabilities to participate in SBAE?” The following sub-questions guided this inquiry:
1. How do students with mild to moderate disabilities participate in and experience classroom and lab-based activities?
2. How do students with mild to moderate disabilities participate in and experience Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE)?
3. How do students with mild to moderate disabilities participate in and experience FFA?
Research Design
This study used a phenomenological design guided by hermeneutic principles to gain a deeper understanding of the lived experiences of students with mild to moderate disabilities in SBAE programs. Phenomenological research examines the meaning of lived experiences and seeks to understand a phenomenon from the viewpoint of human beings and how each perceives the phenomenon (Dibley et al., 2020). Specifically, hermeneutic phenomenology reveals meaning from “practical acts of living” gathered through interviews and observations (Crist & Tanner, 2003). van Manen’s (2014) hermeneutic phenomenology was used as a guide, as it naturally supports the exploration and reflection needed to uncover meaning from lived experiences. No theoretical framework was applied during data collection or analysis as the goal of hermeneutic phenomenology is to understand meaning from the participant’s point of view. Applying a specific theory would have limited the openness and depth of the research.
Positionality Statement
I gained prior first-hand experience working with learners with disabilities as a SBAE teacher and school-based speech-language pathologist. As a SBAE teacher, I directly involved students with disabilities in my own local program and in FFA activities beyond the chapter level. As a speech-language pathologist, I helped many learners attain speech, language and social communication goals. I have developed IEPs, collaborated with special educators, general educators, CTE teachers, and family members. I helped general education and CTE teachers interpret student accommodations and have provided strategies helpful for participation and engagement in the classroom and CTE programs. I have seen students with disabilities outwardly appear to thrive and celebrate successes throughout my career, but was left with the question, what does this mean for the student. My background, combined with the lack of research focused on the voice of students with disabilities led to my interest in examining the meaning behind experiences and perspectives of former students with disabilities involved in SBAE. 
Population and Sample
Participants were selected using purposeful sampling including inclusion criteria to reflect a shared experience (Patton, 2002). Programs were identified by the Ohio Department of Education state staff that were deemed as “active and balanced” among all three circles of agricultural education. SBAE teachers were contacted through email to recruit participants fitting the inclusion criteria for participation. SBAE teachers identified potential former students, made initial contact with the students, then provided me with contact information. All five participants consisting of three males and two females, aged 20 to 27, were on an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) during high school for a mild to moderate disability, including specific learning disability, speech or language impairment, cerebral palsy, or autism. Each completed four years in their SBAE program, held an SAE, and earned at least a Chapter FFA Degree. Participants also demonstrated receptive and expressive language appropriate to engage in interviews and share experiences. Benner (1994) asserts that sample size is considered appropriate when no new findings are uncovered, redundancy begins to occur, and interpretations are clear and visible.
Data Collection 
Data collection consisted of four components: two semi-structured interviews, artifact elicitation, anecdotal writing and close observations. Participants took part in one hour or longer semi-structured interview followed by a second interview with a close family member present. The purpose of the close family member was to help facilitate and aid communication with the participant if needed. Artifact elicitation was used during the first interview to prompt memories and deepen reflection. Artifact elicitation allowed participants to bring related visual items to the interview to further share about their experience or to help introduce a topic (Douglas et al., 2015). These artifacts helped participants demonstrate skill development, as well as aid in describing their attitudes and knowledge (Douglas et al., 2015). Conversations during the interviews and artifact elicitation revealed life history details and allowed participants to comment on the researcher’s interpretation of their stories (Crist & Tanner, 2003).
Data Analysis and Interpretation
Data analysis followed a non-linear, reflective process. A four-member interpretive team consisting of an experienced agricultural educator, a methodological expert, and a special education expert collaborated to examine transcripts and uncover phenomenological patterns. The team used the five-phase hermeneutic interpretation process involving discussion, debate, and consensus-building (Crist & Tanner, 2003). The researchers reviewed text, in parts and as a whole, to identify specific patterns and unfold meanings. New patterns emerged and striking similarities and differences between participant experiences were highlighted. Once themes were identified, researchers determined which patterns were essential and which patterns were incidental. According to Beck (2021), an essential pattern is one that makes the phenomenon experience what it is. Without it, the phenomenon would not be what it is. To ensure rigor and trustworthiness, this study followed deWitt and Ploeg’s (2006) framework, which emphasizes balanced integration, openness, concreteness, resonance, and actualization. The findings are specific to the five participants and their families and are not intended to be generalized beyond their experiences.
Findings 
Findings exemplify the participants’ voice. Quotations are unadulterated, so that each participant, including their communication style, is presented authentically. Parents involved in follow-up interviews were there solely to help facilitate communication. The parents’ voices are not included in the findings; however, personal interactions observed between participants and their parents were noted. The focus of this study was to examine meaning of participants’ experiences and therefore only the participants’ stories were included.
Five former SBAE students, three male, two female between the ages of 20 and 27 participated in this study. Parents present during the second interviews included one father and four mothers. All participants were active in SBAE while on an IEP during high school. Three participants exhibited greater receptive and expressive language deficits than anticipated requiring the researcher to adjust and adapt questions during the interview process to best meet their language proficiency.
	Two overarching patterns, paradoxical in nature, emerged from the data: a) Striving for Independence and b) Relying on Support. Each pattern was divided into sub-patterns. 
Pattern 1: Striving for Independence 
Persons with disabilities face challenges and adversity throughout their life, often being limited in what they can accomplish independently. Participants shared stories of personal struggles and growth in independence related to the phenomenon of experiencing a SBAE program while living with a disability. 
[bookmark: _Hlk201929310]Being part of a group, feeling included and encouraged to participate in a variety of SBAE activities was a common experience among all participants. Although challenges existed, being able to engage alongside nondisabled peers was important and shaped many of the participants’ most meaningful memories. Participants described a strong sense of belonging both in and out of the classroom, with core memories tied to events like FFA Career Development Events (CDEs), the Agriscience Fair, holding officer roles, showing livestock, and going on overnight trips.
For these former students, being part of a team mattered more than winning. “I did alright. I was last in my class, but it's alright,” Clint said about one of his CDE experiences. He went on to explain the value of practicing with his group.
Well, we did, before we, we went to judging, we practiced, not me, but as you know, my let's just say my, my crew, we just, we practiced together. And if you get stuck on something, we go we review it like........We don't work by apart. We work together. (CG artifact elicitation, 5:35)
Participants also shared experiences where peers assisted and encouraged them to try new activities and learn new skills, helping them grow in independence. Maggie, who also has a physical disability, recalled an officer team trip. She recounted the trip fondly and described how she was able to participate in all aspects with her peers allowing her to feel supported and independent.
I remember my senior year, he took us on a trip as an officer team….we were able to go tubing, which was really cool. Like, I've never, I'd never gone tubing before, and I was like, oh God, this is going to be so dangerous…I'm going to, like, fall off. What am I going to do? They’re like, we're not gonna let you fall off. (MS interview 1, 22:03)
All participants described taking part in trips, chapter events, meals, fundraising, and many even served as chapter officers. “Why join the agriculture program” and “why were you so involved” were questions posed to all participants. Overwhelmingly, four of the five participants indicated the social aspect and being part of a group as a motivator for membership and involvement.
Clint and Maggie shared similar sentiments to why they chose to be involved in the SBAE as well as other school activities. Clint simply just “wanted to try something different and to get out of the house after school”. The social aspect of going on trips and to conventions with classmates initially sparked his interest in the SBAE program. 
[bookmark: _Hlk201866659]While group involvement is not the same as friendship, it gave participants a strong sense of being accepted and supported by their peers. These shared experiences in SBAE helped them feel valued and connected within their programs.
Establishing friendships runs deeper than social interactions present during group activities. While participants had difficulty describing their own meaning of friendship, they were often able to name friends made in SBAE. While both social participation and the development of friendships support inclusion, friendships provide people with disabilities emotional support, self-confidence, independence, and a deeper sense of belonging. Many friendships appeared to stem from shared interests and experiences.
When asked what friendships looked like in her agriculture program, Maggie, initially had difficulty responding to the question. She spoke of the student demographics in her classes instead, so the question was posed a different way, “Tell me about some of the other maybe friends on your officer team, or maybe if you've forged other relationships through the agriculture program.” Maggie had to think on this a little more. She continued to have difficulty describing friendships but did identify that they all shared a common interest.
And I think just having that common interest in agriculture from being involved in those classes….So yeah, there was definitely a lot of good friendships built through the FFA program, and a lot of people that I still keep in touch with. (MS interview 1, 18:19)
	Four of the five participants valued friendships made within their SBAE programs. Clint stated, “I’ve been really close friends with him” when speaking of a fellow FFA officer. Kevin, the most verbally limited participant, often referenced friends during his interview. When asked about his favorite parts of the SBAE program, Kevin replied, “It was game night with my best, best friend Doug. He’s same age as me. We graduate. Same age as me. Graduated same age as me.” Clint and Frederick referenced friends from SBAE in helping them locate and secure employment during and after high school. Frederick explained:
Well, well my friends over there help me got this job that I’m doing right now. The feed mill. Brian got me that job so and he was in the same program as me. And he was a good friend. (FJ interview 1, 3:07)
Clint is a very upbeat and supportive, exuding positivity and a helpful nature. He is also very socially motivated and loves being part of a team. To him, his classmates and CDE teammates were very important to him. He values relationships greatly and reiterated this throughout our interviews, assimilating his relationships to “family”.
It's, I mean, to us, we're not doing it as a class. We're part we're just doing it as like a, like an actual family thing. That's like, we, we didn't always became friends, we actually became family. (CG interview 1, 30:14)
	 Conversely to the other participants’ experiences with friendships in their SBAE programs, Sarah, did not share any fond memories of this phenomenon. While she did reference several times where she was part of a group, she stated she did not join agriculture to build friendships but rather to earn her American FFA Degree. Sarah made no other reference to personal friendships in or outside of the SBAE program during our interviews. 
Gaining new skills through challenging, hands-on learning was a consistent sub-pattern among participants even though specific agricultural content varied across programs. Stories shared by participants reflected how their SBAE programs provided more than instruction in agricultural content; they also fostered independence. In addition to classroom content, all participants discussed aspects of learning through FFA, Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE), and their use of the Agricultural Experience Tracker (AET). The phenomenon of skill development and hands-on learning were major motivators for all participants to enroll in and become program completers in SBAE.
When asked, “Is there anything you remember learning through ag to help prepare you for working or your current job?” Frederick shared, “I got to learn how to tie a knot. I use it every single day at my work.” This is very important, as Frederick works at a feed mill, where he ties off hundreds of knots on feed sacks daily. Although a seemingly simple skill, to Frederick, it provides independence. 
Frederick and all participants stated “hands-on” as a motivator to either enroll in agriculture or to switch to a program at their area career center. When asked about his favorite parts from his two years in the traditional high school agriculture program, Frederick replied, “none”. Frederick described instruction in his original program as what would be considered teacher-centered and computer-based, with few opportunities for hands-on learning. However, when the same question was posed about the program at the career center, Frederick responded, “all.” He elaborated to say, “They (his teachers) just let you get hands on stuff. That one of the reason I gone over there. All hands-on.” Frederick was able to work directly with goats, sheep, pigs and cattle, learning to feed, water, clean pens and exercise livestock. He was even able to show goats and hogs at a national stock show with his SBAE program. Frederick described an unfortunate but authentic learning experience he encountered while completing a weekend feeding on the school farm. 
And one time when I went to feed when my, my grandpa helped me, and we had to code blue because there was a dead animal. And it looked like it just been born. So, and I had to take care of it. I just put it in a feed sack. (FJ interview 2, 28:59)
Participants also described growth in various career skills. Maggie shared that she learned organizational and event planning skills as part of the FFA chapter officer team. Sarah conveyed that she gained professional skills during her SBAE, “I would just kind of say that you’re taught to carry yourself, you know, the way you’re taught to conduct business meetings, the way you’re taught to interview.” 
When discussing career skills, all participants recounted using Agricultural Experience Tracker, AET. Clint appeared to make connections between his course work in SBAE, lab work on the school farm, and his SAE. Clint talked about record-keeping and using AET. He indicated that he journaled with his class using AET daily. However, he did not discuss personal limitations or share when content and tasks were difficult and help was required.
Every morning, we fill up a journal, it's called AET. It's a journal that we I keep records on. And of course, you know, like, okay, so yesterday, I worked on the bulls for like, a couple hours and you will you just, you know, like feed and water, hay….they help you get you know, good educated and a good job. (CG interview 1, 19:01)
Frederick was very aware of both his accomplishments and limitations in accessing and acquiring new skills. He indicated limited proficiency in using AET, “I don’t know what I’m doing on AET. I need to improve on doing AET.” However, Frederick indicated he was still using AET to complete his American FFA Degree Application. While competency with AET varied among participants, all indicated record-keeping and AET as part of the skills gained within their SBAE programs.
Pattern 2: Relying on Support
Participants strived for self-reliance by learning new skills, building friendships, and collaborating on shared projects with their peers. Each participant also required unique supports tailored to their individual disabilities. A solid support system is critical for all students but is even more essential for students with disabilities. Ultimately, the agriculture teacher emerged as the most significant source of support for each participant. Additionally, parental involvement played a crucial role, offering both advocacy and, in some cases, presenting challenges.
[bookmark: _Hlk201924637]Feeling connected to the teacher was important to all participants and extended to the participants’ entire families. Participants overwhelmingly shared that their SBAE teachers were supportive. They established relationships and built trust with the whole family, communicated clearly, and held all students, including those with disabilities, to a high standard. Maggie expressed her teacher’s willingness to support students at all levels, stating, “He's definitely one of those people that is very supportive, whereas, like maybe some other FFA advisors, maybe they're not as encouraging and supportive. To me, that makes a huge difference.” Maggie spoke of support outside of the classroom and referenced times her SBAE teacher helped her and checked in with her family during home visits and the county fair.
And then, like, even when we were at the county fairs, like, he would come up and, like, help my parents and us, you know, whether we were going on a walk with the animals, or at the wash rack or whatever he would, you know, step right in and help do it, even at the county fair, because I remember him taking one of the steers to the show arena……. he was very good about being there to help with anything. I mean, I could email him right now and he would answer me tomorrow. Still, even though I've been out of high school almost 10 years now. (MS interview 1, 50:17)
All participants shared similar sentiments to Maggie, that they valued the relationship the 
established with their SBAE teacher, and that the relationship extended to the entire family. Clint indicated that he and his family had known his SBAE teacher since he was young through their involvement in local garden tractor pulling events. Clint also indicated that his SBAE teacher has been involved in other areas of the local community for as long as he could remember.
Participants expressed the importance of communication. People with intellectual and communication disabilities often benefit from clear, concise communication. They may have difficulty recalling dates and information to relay to their family members. Clint described challenges with communication in his first SBAE program that limited his participation. Clint stated that he was unable to go to the FFA banquet his first two years at the comprehensive high school. His teacher did not communicate information to students and families beyond the events and dates posted on the classroom whiteboard. Clint’s second program was much better with communication, using morning meetings, structured daily routines, while also utilizing AET messages, group texts and social media to send dates and reminders home to students and families allowing his participation to increase.
And then they also have, you know, the Facebook page and of course, now sometimes, you know, like, like Mr. Logan, he'll, he'll send me a message like, you know, what's canceled or what's not canceled and everything inside or outside or whatever. He'll still let us know. Just just depends how how it goes, because it can happen anytime. (CG interview 2, 52:31)
Frederick shared that he had one-on-one aides throughout high school, and his SBAE teacher relied on them to help ensure his safety while working on the school farm. Diagnosed with ADHD, Frederick at times displayed impulsive behaviors. His SBAE teacher was actively involved in Frederick’s IEP meetings and maintained frequent communication with his educational team and mother. In addition, the teacher communicated directly with Frederick and his family about his progress, successes, and areas of concern.
Participants shared how they felt their SBAE teacher held all students, including those with disabilities to a high standard. Frederick felt that nothing less was expected of him, despite having a disability. Frederick was aware of his limitations. Despite this, he expressed feeling needed and included as part of the group in SBAE. Frederick shared that his teacher would ask him to help with tasks on the farm outside of class. His teacher had confidence in him.
With my friend Bryson. Mr. Logan called me in to do that because he knows I can do the rest. That was big machinery. I got it done though. (FJ interview 2, 40:00)
Kevin’s SBAE teachers also looked beyond his disability and verbal communication. 
They helped him learn complex scientific skills in class, aided him in designing and carrying out agriscience research projects, and worked with his family to determine an appropriate, yet challenging SAE program.
Being bolstered and protected by mom emerged as a sub-pattern from observational data recorded during interviews and from occasional participant stories. Four mothers and one father took part in the interview process. Mothers spoke of children’s gains in independence and skillsets with the undertone of their children not being perceived as competent by others. Mothers were also observed using “we” and “us” often in joint conversations when speaking of participants, which lead to questions in their perspectives of independence. Kevin’s mother credited involvement in the SBAE program in helping bolster Kevin’s independence in multiple facets of his life. This surfaced multiple times throughout the conversation. However, Kevin’s mom often encouraged Kevin to share details, but would end up providing, countering or adding to the details herself.
And when he’s at home, did he tell you, like we live on 20 acres. Would you tell Javonne all the responsibilities you have at home? That are ag related? The things you do now. (Mom, KA interview 2, 36:13)
Kevin replied, “the trash”
Mom answered, “Come on. Not the trash” 
Kevin then responded, “I want you to do it.”
Mom stated, “Why? This is why you had to come by yourself because I shouldn’t answer. You should tell.”
This conversational phenomenon occurred during all joint participant-parent interviews leading one to wonder if this was due to the natural parent-child dynamic, or if the parents intervened more in conversations due to additional involvement in their children’s lives due to their disabilities. Mothers shared stories of serving as a disability advocate for education and occupations on top of their traditional parental roles. Clint’s mother did not hesitate to advocate for Clint and did what it took to make sure he got opportunities, even reporting she is often labeled as a difficult person to deal with. 
Overall, participants spoke very little of the supports provided by their parents. However, the phenomenon of parent support in advocating for independence, in Maggie’s case, was countered by her mother’s protectiveness. She described instances where her mother limited her from participating in activities in SBAE and life in general but described it as looking out for her.
And, I’m thinking in the back of my head, because my mom was up until I had moved away to college, she was very good at convincing my sister and I out of things. Oh, she had a way of just convincing us out of things unless we really fought for it. Um, and that probably sounds really negative, and I don’t mean that in a negative way. That’s just, that’s just kind of how she was, because she’s kind of in protective mode. She’s always had to, you know, look out for us with the disability and stuff, more so than what she had to for my two older brothers. (MS, interview 1, 1:25:30)
Maggie added that her mother originally discouraged her from going to college several hours from home. She also brought up a time in her SBAE program where she felt singled out and as though she did not have independence. Both her and her sister have cerebral palsy and were planning to attend the chapter’s overnight trip to National FFA Convention. However, to attend, there was one stipulation: her mother must go as a chaperone and room with them.
The one thing I do remember that kind of seemed to me, that would kind of seem like an accommodation, is we went to the National FFA Convention the first year, and my sister and I wanted to go, but he wouldn't let us go without our mom being a chaperone. 
But I remember my sister and I being so mad that our mom had to go as a chaperone, because nobody else's parent had to go, right?....He wasn't going to let us go, you know, without her. I think part of that was he was because not a lot of people realize, like, how we get dressed every day…. So, I think that's why he made her go. (MS, interview 1, 31:31)
Participants made gains in confidence and independence by developing new skills, collaborating with peers, and forming friendships in SBAE programs, but continued to require individualized support to reach their potential. Agriculture teachers played a crucial role by providing encouragement and structure, being accessible, communicating clearly, fostering relationships with both participants and their families, and extending support beyond the classroom through flexible learning options, mentorship, and assistance with SAE and CDE components. Parental involvement, most often from mothers, was also key, offering advocacy and support for independence, but sometimes creating tension when protectiveness limited opportunities for autonomy, revealing a paradox between encouraging independence and feeling the need to provide ongoing support.
Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
The patterns illuminated through this study add to the limited body of research on serving students with disabilities in agricultural education. The lived experience described in this study cannot be generalized outside of the participants and families who participated. Communication deficits were present among participants in this study. This could pose as a limitation to the participants’ own voices. My background as a speech-language pathologist aided in identifying communication deficits, in interpreting spoken language, and in adjusting questions during the discussion to accommodate varied levels of receptive, expressive or pragmatic language. Artifact elicitation helped participants recall and describe past experiences in SBAE, while including parents in follow-up interviews provided opportunities for clarification of information.
Participants consistently described a dual experience, striving for independence while simultaneously relying on support, across all three components of SBAE. The two patterns, while seemingly competing, took on a pendulum effect, where the recurring patterns influenced one another over time. 
As participants grew in their involvement in SBAE their sense of belonging deepened, laying a foundation for inclusion and personal identity development. Participants were in their adolescent developmental period while enrolled in SBAE. This period is often when individual identity is formed, independence grows, social relationships expand and reliance on family decreases (Brandao et al., 2021; Cussen et al., 2012; Marn & Koch, 1999; Ngyuen et al., 2016). This natural adolescent progression often looks different for people with disabilities (Brandao et al., 2021). Brandao et al. (2021) discovered that limitations within activities of daily living (ADLs), overly protective parent behaviors and discriminatory bias can play a role in identity development and independence for persons with disabilities as they mature to adulthood. Participants in this study shared experiences that mirror the findings of the study by Brandao et al. (2021).
Within the pattern of Striving for Independence, participants valued social interaction across all areas of SBAE. The development of technical, evaluative, and practical skills was important to all participants, with skill development strengthened by learning collaboratively with peers. Group involvement on CDE teams, and bonding through FFA trips and rites of passage played a significant role in participants feelings of inclusion and belonging. These shared experiences also helped participants build confidence and develop friendships. 
To encourage meaningful inclusion, it is recommended that SBAE teachers facilitate peer mentoring by involving nondisabled students in collaborative activities with students with disabilities. Supporting and encouraging interactions among all students may help break down negative social bias towards students with disabilities. Students with disabilities should be included in CDEs, field trips and other activities that fit with individual interests and skill sets. Future research should investigate how group participation is initiated across all three circles. 
In terms of skill development, all participants appreciated hands-on learning and were motivated by challenging, rigorous tasks. Participants identified a variety of agriculture and career-ready skills developed through SBAE that they have used as adults in postsecondary education and employment. Teachers should maintain high expectations, encouraging all students to participate fully in SBAE experiences while tailoring supports to individual needs. SBAE teachers should incorporate hands-on learning, relevant to agriculture while providing practical skills students can transfer to other areas of life. Collaboration with special education teams and families early in a student’s program is critical, especially when planning SAEs. Understanding each student’s IEP, learning strengths, and limitations helps teachers create meaningful, attainable experiences that can promote both technical skill growth and independence.
Current participation in CDEs by students with disabilities at state levels should be investigated, as well as the availability of accommodations at these events. There may be opportunities for new FFA competitive events to emerge tailored to different abilities. Research exploring current and future SAE opportunities for students with disabilities including the use of school-based cooperatives is also advised. Additionally, more investigation is needed on how students with disabilities are using AET, including levels of independence with AET and transferability of skills.
The pattern Relying on Support revealed how deeply participants depended on both their SBAE teachers and their parents. Zeng et al. (2023) found parents serving as advocates can serve as a model for self-advocacy. While participants saw parents as advocates, some also experienced a fine line between support and overprotection, especially from their mothers. Relationships and communication were key! Strong communication and trusting relationships with SBAE teachers helped students and families feel more secure, while poor communication from teachers created barriers for participation. Participants appreciated when their agriculture teachers were supportive, encouraging, flexible, communicative, and connected to the community. Effective teacher-family communication through AET, group texts, or social media was cited as key to engagement.
Parental involvement, while generally beneficial, was sometimes overwhelming. In interviews, mothers often took over conversations, which may reflect anxieties about their child’s future. Bujnowska et al. (2019) found that mothers exhibit greater anxiety than fathers in looking ahead to the future of their child with a disability. Still, these same parents also recognized and celebrated their child’s growth through SBAE. Teachers can support this balance by keeping parents informed of student progress while promoting student autonomy. In some cases, this might mean limiting parental involvement on trips to allow students more independence. It is also recommended teachers conduct home SAE visits early to establish relationships with family members. Connection and building trust with family is critical for students with disabilities. 
Many of the personal characteristics deemed as important for agriculture teachers to possess by Eck et al. (2019) are often considered not “teachable”, however it is recommended to bring awareness to these attributes in teacher preparation programs. Awareness of positive dispositions, personal inventories and self-reflection may aid preservice teachers in utilizing and expanding their current, natural skill set. Understanding student needs and serving as an advocate for all students are especially important to emphasize. Additionally, teacher education programs should provide opportunities for preservice teachers to work directly with adolescents with disabilities, learn about the teacher’s role in the IEP and meet with special educators.
Overall, participants’ lived experiences shed light on effective teaching strategies and dispositions that support students with disabilities in SBAE. Their stories highlight the importance of relationships, belonging, and purposeful inclusion. While each reader may interpret these findings differently, based on personal experience and perspective, this study contributes meaningfully to the growing dialogue around inclusive agricultural education. Most importantly, it opens the door for future research centered on the voices and perspectives of students with disabilities as participants in SBAE.
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