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Abstract

Employability is widely studied yet conceptually contested, often framed through a deficit lens that individualizes responsibility for skill development. Such framings frequently overlook undergraduate Black women’s perspectives, experiences, and cultural resources used to develop employability skills. This study draws on Community Cultural Wealth to reframe the development of employability skills among Black women students enrolled in an undergraduate agricultural program at a predominantly White institution. Using an exploratory multi-case study design, data were collected through semi-structured interviews and card-and-photo elicitation with nine Black undergraduate women. Findings revealed that participants drew on aspirational, familial, and navigational capital to develop and strengthen their critical thinking, communication, and interpersonal skills. Findings further indicated that students leveraged their cultural wealth to foster culturally sustaining strengths, including empathy and resilience, which are not explicitly emphasized in dominant employability skills frameworks yet are essential for success in agricultural industries. By centering out-of-school contexts, such as the home and community, this study offers an asset-based perspective that broadens the conceptualization and assessment of employability in agricultural education.

Introduction

Across the United States, agricultural industry leaders continue to express concern over a growing shortage of qualified professionals with both discipline-specific expertise and employability skills necessary to advance the sector (Javaid et al., 2022; Li, 2022; Sam et al., 2022). As agriculture becomes increasingly complex and globally interconnected, graduates are expected to navigate technological innovation, interdisciplinary collaboration, and rapidly evolving workforce demands (Colclasure, 2020). Moreover, projections indicating the need to double food and fiber production by 2050 further intensify the demand for a skilled and adaptable agricultural workforce (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2023; Li, 2022). Consequently, employability skills, such as critical thinking, communication, problem-solving, and interpersonal competence, have become central outcomes of agricultural education programs as institutions seek to prepare graduates for success in a globally competitive and knowledge-driven economy (Clark et al., 2021; Parrella, 2024).

Despite the significance of employability skills in higher education and agricultural workforce discourse, the concept remains widely contested and inconsistently defined. This ambiguity complicates efforts to align educational outcomes with industry expectations and to measure students’ readiness for real-world employment (Eimer & Bobrick, 2023; Tran et al., 2023; Tushar & Sooraksa, 2023). Furthermore, much of the existing literature conceptualizes employability as an individual responsibility for obtaining and maintaining employment (Clarke et al., 2018; Clark et al., 2021; Goulart et al., 2022), which over-emphasizes personal attributes and skill acquisition and minimizes the broader social, cultural, and structural contexts that shape skill development. As a result, dominant employability frameworks often adopt deficit-oriented assumptions that position students as lacking rather than recognizing the assets they bring from their home communities to educational spaces (Macleod et al., 2022; Tran et al., 2023; Tushar & Sooraksa, 2023; Yosso, 2005). This narrow framing complicates efforts to fully understand how students develop employability skills and blurs diverse pathways through which those skills are developed, particularly among students from historically marginalized communities (Hora & Benbow, 2024).

Within the agricultural sector, persistent demographic disparities further underscore the limitations of prevailing employability narratives (Brown, 2018). Although agriculture remains a critical component of the United States economy, Black women continue to be significantly underrepresented in agricultural education and careers. This underrepresentation persists despite Black women’s long-standing historical contributions to agriculture and their extensive cultural knowledge, skills, and community-based expertise (Joseph et al., 2024; Wilson, 2021). Structural barriers, including limited access to land (Pilgeram et al., 2022), exclusion from agricultural education opportunities (Martin et al., 2025), and historically discriminatory practices (Haverroth et al., 2024; Ransom, 2024; Touzeau, 2019), have constrained the participation of Black women while simultaneously rendering largely invisible their strengths within dominant workforce preparation models. The intersection of race and gender creates unique challenges for Black women navigating predominantly White institutions (PWIs), yet it also generates distinctive forms of knowledge and skill development that are rarely examined in employability research.

Scholars have increasingly called for asset-based approaches that move beyond deficit perspectives to better understand how marginalized students succeed within higher education (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Rendón, 1990; Yosso, 2005; Kiyama & Rios-Aguilar, 2018; Jackson-Cole & Chadderton, 2025; Smalls, 2024). Community Cultural Wealth (CCW) offers a critical theoretical lens for examining how students draw upon aspirational, familial, navigational, social, linguistic, and resistant forms of capital to persist and thrive in environments not designed with them in mind (Yosso, 2005). However, limited research has applied CCW to the development of employability skills within agricultural education contexts, particularly among Black women enrolled in undergraduate programs at PWIs. Addressing this gap is essential for expanding the conceptualization of employability and for recognizing the culturally sustaining strengths that students bring from their homes and communities into academic and professional preparation spaces. In response to this dearth of research, this study drew on Community Cultural Wealth to reframe the development of employability skills among Black women students enrolled in an undergraduate agricultural program at a PWI. By centering Black women’s voices and experiences, this research aims to illuminate how employability skills are cultivated through cultural assets developed within and beyond formal educational settings, offering a counter-narrative that challenges deficit-based assumptions and broadens our understanding of workforce readiness in agricultural education.

Purpose and Research Question

This research aimed to understand the experiences of Black women students enrolled in an undergraduate agricultural program and the ways in which they leverage community cultural wealth as a foundation for developing employability skills. The key question sought in this inquiry was:
RQ1.	How do Black women develop their employability skills in undergraduate agricultural programs at a PWI? 

Conceptual Framework

This study employed two frameworks to examine the forms of capital Black women draw upon to develop employability skills within an undergraduate education program. Specifically, it was guided through the lens of the Community Cultural Wealth (CCW) framework (Yosso, 2005) and the Employability Skills Framework (United States Department of Education and Office of Career, Technical and Adult Education, 2018); together capture both internal and external strengths that students use to cultivate the skills necessary for success in agriculture.

Community Cultural Wealth offers an asset-based perspective that highlights the forms of capital students of color bring from their home communities into educational spaces. Yosso (2005) identified six forms of capital: aspirational, navigational, resistant, familial, linguistic, and social. Aspirational capital reflected students’ ability to maintain hopes and dreams for their future careers despite real or perceived barriers. Navigational capital included the skills necessary to navigate large social systems that were not originally designed for them. Social capital represented the networks within the student community that provided educational resources and guidance. Familial capital included support from family and the broader social community. Resistant capital enabled students to challenge the status quo and reshape stereotypes. Linguistic capital referred to the diverse communication styles and language practices students employed to connect and succeed in their programs. Historically, communities of color have been defined by perceived deficits in these areas, which have limited their academic and social outcomes (Aranda III & Hager, 2022). In contrast, the CCW framework highlights the rich assets these students bring and demonstrates how they can be leveraged to develop employability skills (Yosso, 2005).

Working in concert to frame this research, the employability skills framework focused on the 21st-century critical skills participants should possess to be career-ready (United States Department of Education and Office of Career, Technical and Adult Education, 2018). The main facets of the framework include applied knowledge, effective relationships, and workplace skills. Each of these three facets is further broken down into several specific subgroups that address the employability skills of the Black women’s experience. Employability is important because it maximizes an individual's chances of obtaining material benefits (Goulart et al., 2022). Some universities have dedicated themselves to establishing educational programs that, through meticulous planning, will provide meaningful learning and growth for students, with specific attention to building employability skills in industry-relevant ways (Goulart et al., 2022). Thus, many university programs recognize the importance of employability skills, such as participation in community and academic service-learning programs (Parrella,2024) 

Taken together, the community cultural wealth theory recognizes the various skills and abilities students bring from their home communities into the educational space, while the employability skills provide a framework outlining the skills students need in preparation for careers in agriculture. In Figure 1, we illustrate how these two frameworks overlap to help students build a foundation for developing employability skills and persisting in their academic programs. Because PWIs were built without Black students in mind (Stanton, 2022), these capitals offer internal and external strengths that help these institutions establish a foundation for developing workplaces, effective relationships, and applied knowledge and skills. 
Figure 1
Post-Secondary Employability Skill Development of Black Women
[image: A diagram of a person's work

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

These two theoretical lenses shaped our approach to data analysis, providing a broader and more nuanced conceptualization of employability skills and revealing how they influence Black women students. By placing these frameworks in conversation with each other and our data, they open up a broader conversation about educational programming, intersections of identities, background experiences and exposure, and perceptions of students' educational readiness entering the classroom and the professional field after their academic career. By examining participants' experiences and their community cultural wealth, this research reveals the key community cultural wealth students draw on to develop or expand critical career-ready skills necessary for adapting to and succeeding in the ever-transforming agricultural workplace.

Methodology

This study employed an exploratory multi-case study approach to investigate how students use community cultural wealth to establish a foundation for developing employability skills. As outlined by Creswell (2013), qualitative research amplifies silent voices and generates a complex, detailed understanding of a phenomenon, empowering individuals to share their stories and to challenge and limit power relationship dynamics. Creswell and Plano Clarke (2018) defined qualitative methodology as a research approach that allows participants to address questions about why complex phenomena occur and to determine participants' perceptions of the phenomena being studied. This method emphasizes participants' authentic voices and illuminates multiple perspectives that are specific to their experiences, rather than relying on generalized findings. The case study approach emphasizes three main principles: 1) the research question addresses why a phenomenon occurred, 2) the researcher requires little or no control over the activities or behavioral events within the research, and 3) the focus of the research explores a contemporary phenomenon in which the context is not clearly defined (Creswell, 2013).

This research employed a multiple-case study approach to gain an in-depth, nuanced understanding of students' pre- and in-college experiences and how these experiences contribute to shaping their career preparation. The research examines the pre-college experiences and networks of resources that students bring to the educational space, with a focus on the transition from pre-college to college. By focusing on their college experiences, the research examined how students build on this foundation to develop a wealth of knowledge within their agricultural program and acquire employability skills. Through this multi-case study approach, we sought to understand the key community cultural wealth that students bring and how they use it to develop employability skills. Examining students' own experiences within the PWI's unique context, the research captures the depth of their experiences and the cultural knowledge and skills they bring to a PWI environment. Each participating student represents a case within this multi-case study design. Because this study sought to gain an in-depth understanding of a complex social phenomenon, an exploratory qualitative case study design was appropriate (Yin, 2014). A multi-case approach was employed to capture variation across participants while allowing for cross-case analysis to identify shared patterns and themes. In case study research, cases are typically bounded by person, time, and context (Yin, 2014); in this research, each case was bounded by individual Black women enrolled in an undergraduate agricultural program at a PWI during a defined academic period. Using multiple cases strengthened the research analytic rigor by enabling comparisons across experiences while preserving the depth needed to understand the complexities of employability skill development.

Data Collection

A purposive sampling technique was used to explore specific characteristics of the selected population (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2015). In a qualitative case study approach, the researcher typically works with a smaller population (ranging from as few as five to twenty-five participants) to achieve a more in-depth, rich understanding rather than for generalizations (Patton, 1990) or statistical significance (Miles et al., 2014). There were nine Black women students in this research from a PWI in the southeastern United States: four seniors, three sophomores and two first-year students. Eight of these students majored in Animal and Veterinary Science, and one in Wildlife and Fisheries Biology. All names and institutions are pseudonyms. Data collection included a photo elicitation project, a card elicitation activity, and three semi-structured interviews. These data sources were used to gain a deeper understanding of participants' experiences and to triangulate the data, thereby increasing rigor, trustworthiness, and reliability (Creswell & Poth, 2018). We used Seedman's (2019) three-part semi-structured interviews. The first interview elicited participants' pre-college life histories in agriculture; the second focused on their lived experiences and unique abilities; and the third allowed them to reimagine and reflect on their experiences. All interviews were conducted in person and lasted 20-60 minutes. They were audio‑recorded, transcribed verbatim, and then member‑checked to increase the accuracy, dependability, and validity of the findings (Creswell, 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The photo-elicitation interview process was used in this research not only to elicit additional information but also to evoke a different kind of information (Harper, 2002). In this research, participants used photos as a reflective tool to deconstruct and ultimately reconstruct their stories in a different framing. The photo-elicitation project required participants to select and submit two to three photographs: one representing their pre-college experience in agriculture, one representing their college experiences, and one representing their family. For each photo, participants were asked to tell a short story about the meaning the photo holds and how it helps influence the development of their career skills. During the first interview, the researcher showed each participant their submitted photo narratives and discussed them. These photos were used as a secondary data-collection tool to supplement participants' stories, providing context and evidence. 

Card elicitation, a data-collection tool in the field of astrology, elicits participants' responses to ideas shared by other participants in the study (Trotter & Potter, 1993). This data collection method was used in this research because the forms of capital in community cultural wealth were not acknowledged and valued in mainstream or dominant cultures (Yosso, 2005), and students of color often underappreciate or overlook them as well (Stanton et al., 2021). The card elicitation activity was conducted during the second interview to encourage students to think more deeply about their community cultural wealth. During the card elicitation activity, participants were given six decks of cards, each representing a form of capital within the Community Cultural Wealth framework. Each deck of cards contained five ideas generated from an interview and one dataset for all the participants combined. Participants discussed each deck of cards presented to them, explaining how they drew it for success in their program. 

Data Analysis

Narratives from both card and photo elicitation activities were integrated with the interview transcripts. Meanwhile, photo narratives were kept alongside their corresponding images to maintain context during analysis. Data analysis involved an ongoing process of thematic analysis combined with qualitative deductive and inductive coding (Glesne, 2016; Saldaña, 2016), applying Braun and Clarke’s (2006) approach to examine discourse from the three interviews (Saldaña, 2021). Otter.ai was used to transcribe the data. Throughout the data collection phase, the lead author simultaneously reviewed each interview video and audio recording, transcribed and analyzed the participants' data to identify areas for further probing. The data was pre-coded line by line by circling, underlining and color-coding sentences, phrases, and quotes, which struck me (Saldaña, 2016). Codes were created inductively and deductively using Saldaña's (2016) two coding cycles to systematically organize and categorize data into themes. To ensure code consistency and stability, the lead author enlisted a second coder. Using the initial Codebook as a guide, the second coder and the lead author collaboratively coded 29 lines or turns of talk, randomly selected from the three interviews. We noted when we agreed and disagreed, and compared our interpretations of each code’s definition. Cohen’s Kappa was calculated between the lead author’s coding data and the coding data from the second coder during this round of collaborative coding (McHugh, 2012). Using the final Codebook, we then independently coded 28 turns of talk, which were randomly chosen from the three interviews and calculated a Cohen’s Kappa coefficient to determine the inter-rater reliability (culturally sustaining strength 1.0, navigational, aspirational and Familial capital (1.0, 1.0, 0.85) respectively.

Findings

This manuscript is part of a larger dissertation study and focuses on how Black women students leverage community cultural wealth to develop employability skills within an undergraduate agricultural program at a PWI. Findings are organized into two primary categories: (a) Forms of community cultural wealth that support students’ development and persistence, and (b) culturally sustaining strengths that extend dominant employability frameworks. Participants drew on aspirational, familial, and navigational capital to navigate their academic experience and build fundamental competencies. Most notably, findings revealed two culturally sustaining strengths, empathy and resilience, that function as critical employability skills yet are not explicitly recognized within the existing employability skills framework. 

Community Cultural Wealth 

Navigational Capital.
 Participants described engaging in behavioral and psychological adjustment as a strategy for navigating predominantly White academic spaces. This form of navigational capital involved modulating behavior, communication, and expectations to access learning environments while protecting personal well-being. Skylar explained that she often felt the need to “walk on eggshells” in certain settings to avoid being stereotyped, noting that she was cautious about how she presented herself to prevent being perceived negatively because of her race. These adjustments were particularly evident in classroom and laboratory settings, where participants navigated assumptions about their competence. Skylar described being dismissed by peers during group laboratory work, stating, “I mentioned like, hey, I think we’re supposed to do it this way, and it’s like in one ear and out the other.” Despite these interactions, she noted that her teaching assistant used her lab reports as examples for the class, reinforcing her technical competence and persistence in the course. Participants also described employing psychological coping strategies, such as mentally “tuning out” racialized messages, to remain focused and engaged in their academic work. Collectively, these experiences reflect how Black women students leveraged navigational capital to develop self-regulation, communication, and resilience; skills that are foundational to employability in agricultural and scientific fields.

Familial Capital.
 Family support emerged as a critical source of familial capital, encouraging participants to pursue agricultural careers and persevere through academic and social challenges. Participants described family members as reinforcing long-term aspirations and providing emotional validation during moments of doubt. Monet, a Pre-veterinary Science major, recalled her grandmother’s encouragement, “I think that you can do it, and I know that you can do it… I believe in you.” These affirmations reminded participants of their original motivations for entering the field of agriculture and reinforced their commitment to completing their degrees.In addition to emotional support, participants also drew on intergenerational familial capital rooted in early experiential learning and cultural knowledge transfer. Naomi described home gardening with her grandmother and mother as shaping her understanding of agriculture, noting that when she thinks about growing plants, “they are definitely the people I would think about.” Others referenced family landownership and agricultural legacies as sources of pride and confidence that strengthened their sense of belonging in the field. Familial experiences supported persistence and fostered employability-related capacities, such as self-management, confidence, and long-term goal orientation.

Aspirational Capital. 
Participants described aspirational capital as emerging from early, informal exposure to animals and agricultural contexts that shaped their interest in agricultural careers. Even without traditional agricultural backgrounds, experiences such as caring for pets, visiting zoos, and participating in school-based field trips helped participants envision themselves in animal and veterinary science pathways. Brittany explained that her interest in veterinary medicine developed after caring for her first dog, stating, “I kind of just fell in love with taking her to the vet, and that’s what got me into animal medicine.” Similarly, Naomi described how engaging with animals through media and caring for a pet sparked her curiosity and motivated her to explore veterinary careers independently. Beyond early exposure, participants’ aspirations were sustained by a strong sense of purpose tied to community, representation, and giving back. Several participants expressed a motivation to complete their degrees, not only for personal success, but also to honor family sacrifices and increase the representation of Black women in agricultural professions. Bailey shared, “I’ve actually never seen a Black vet at all… maybe I’ll become one, and then somebody else can see that they can do it too.” These findings illustrate how aspirational capital functioned as a driving force that supported persistence, goal orientation, and long-term career commitment, key dimensions of employability in agricultural fields.

Culturally Sustaining Strengths 

Empathy. 
Participants demonstrated empathy as a culturally sustaining strength that supported collaboration and persistence in emotionally demanding agricultural learning environments. Empathy enabled participants to recognize and respond to others' emotions while maintaining focus and professionalism. Brittany described supporting classmates during a meat processing course when peers struggled emotionally after processing animals, stating, “I felt down, maybe because she was down… I tried to keep a positive mindset and kind of put that positivity onto her.” Her ability to anticipate and respond to others’ emotional needs allowed her to navigate a challenging learning experience while supporting her peers.
Participants also emphasized the importance of empathy as essential for effective teamwork in diverse settings. Monet explained that meaningful collaboration requires understanding and respecting different backgrounds and perspectives, noting, “I don’t think you’re able to have good collaboration or good ideas if everyone just thinks exactly like you.” These findings suggest that empathy, shaped by participants' lived experiences and cultural awareness, functions as an employability-related strength that enhances communication, teamwork, and adaptability in agricultural and veterinary contexts, yet remains largely absent from dominant employability skills frameworks.

Resilience. 
Participants described persistence and resilience as culturally sustaining strengths that enabled them to navigate personal, academic, and racialized challenges while remaining committed to their educational and career goals. These capacities were particularly evident when participants encountered setbacks that might otherwise derail progress. Monet described managing chronic health challenges that affected her academic performance, noting that she reached a point where she questioned her ability to continue. However, she explained that she adjusted her strategies, sought support, and remained committed to her goal of veterinary school, stating, “I learned how to deal with failure and to overcome obstacles… it helped me become resilient and flexible.”
Participants also demonstrated resilience in response to racial and gender bias within professional and experiential learning environments. Willow described navigating a male-dominated summer scouting program where she was unfairly labeled as “lazy” after experiencing illness during a work assignment. Despite feeling marginalized and underrepresented, she persisted in the role and continued fulfilling her responsibilities until her efforts were recognized and the unfair treatment was acknowledged. Such experiences illustrate how persistence and resilience function as employability-related strengths, supporting adaptability, commitment, and perseverance in the face of adversity, qualities essential for success in agricultural and veterinary professions.

Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations

This study examined how Black women enrolled in an undergraduate agricultural program at a predominantly White institution developed employability through their Community Cultural Wealth. Through the lens of the community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005) and the employability skills framework (U.S. Department of Education, 2018), findings suggested (a) aspirational, (b) familial, and (c) navigational capital shaped participants’ academic persistence and career readiness, while also revealing (d) culturally sustaining strengths that expand dominant employability skill frameworks. By centering Black women’s voices, this study contributes an asset-based perspective to ongoing debates about workforce preparedness in agricultural education.

Ongoing debate in higher agricultural education suggests that recent graduates are not adequately prepared with the employability skills most valued by the agricultural industry, including problem-solving, critical thinking, and communication (Crawford, 2020; Norris et al., 2023; Parrella et al., 2024). A salient finding is that participants did not enter college lacking employability skills; rather, they brought foundational competencies, such as confidence, respect, communication, critical thinking, responsibility, and accountability, from their homes and communities and further refined these skills through their collegiate experiences. Consistent with Juhász and Horváth-Csikós (2021), who emphasized the importance of higher-order behavioral skills for success in the agricultural industry, the findings of this study suggest that such skills are cultivated not only in postsecondary education but also across multiple out-of-school contexts. 

For instance, participants identified homes, churches, local animal shelters, veterinary hospitals, and community spaces as sites where employability skills were developed prior to and alongside formal education. Given that postsecondary systems often overlook these contexts when evaluating employability development (Hendrix & Morrison, 2018; Richter et al., 2018; Ziker & Paredes, 2023), this study underscores the need to recognize community-based learning environments as legitimate and influential sites for skill development. Moreover, across findings, Black women drew upon community cultural wealth cultivated in their homes, communities, and lived experiences prior to college and continued to develop these skills during college. 

Aspirational capital was evident in participants’ early and sustained interest in agricultural careers, despite their non-dominant agricultural backgrounds and their underrepresentation in the field, particularly in veterinary medicine. These findings conflict with those of Balezentis et al. (2021) and Girdžiūtė et al. (2022), who found that women had less interest in choosing agriculture as a career. A plausible explanation for this difference is that the impact of race and intersectionality was not considered in these broader studies and, therefore, may not have captured the unique motivations and interests that Black women hold for pursuing agriculture. Framing women as having “less interest” reflects a deficit perspective that positions women as the problem rather than examining the systemic, institutional, and cultural contexts that shape participation in these male-dominated fields.

The findings underscore the importance of incorporating ethnicity and intersectional analyses into agricultural education research to develop a more nuanced understanding of women’s career aspirations. Participants’ aspirational capital was often grounded in values related to community care, representation, and stewardship rather than solely in occupational or economic values. These findings corroborate Reese and Cooper (2021), who noted that Black women’s involvement in agriculture extends beyond production alone and is deeply connected to caring for their communities and stewarding the land. 

Familial capital, specifically intergenerational encouragement and cultural knowledge transfer, emerged as a central mechanism shaping participants’ persistence and career direction. Prior research has consistently suggested that parents’ occupational background and direct involvement in agriculture influence students’ career decisions (Girdžiūtė et al., 2022; Jones et al., 2001). However, the findings of the present study conflicted with this assumption as none of the participants came from dominant agricultural backgrounds or had parents employed in agriculture, yet they were strongly motivated to pursue agricultural career pathways. This divergence suggests that familial influence may operate through cultural practices and support not captured by occupational indicators, including in-home gardening, spiritual values, and emotional encouragement. Grandparents emerged as particularly influential in shaping early agricultural exposure and sustaining motivation to persist. Many referenced grandparents as role models who shared family traditions and cultural knowledge through hands-on practices such as home gardening and land-based legacies. This pattern aligns with research emphasizing the distinctive and lasting impact of intergenerational education on children’s connection to agriculture and learning (Wang et al., 2023). Moreover, consistent caregiving and cultural transmission by Black grandparents may foster strong emotional bonds and stability, thereby influencing grandchildren’s aspirations and persistence (Washington, 2024). Participants’ deep-rooted love for animals and nature, often nurtured and reinforced by parents, further strengthened their interest in agricultural and veterinary pathways, aligning with research indicating that a willingness to work in agriculture increases when young people have a strong connection to animals and nature (Baldwin et al., 2017).

Navigational capital played a central role in shaping how Black women persisted and developed employability skills within a predominantly White institutional context. Although participants anticipated various challenges, they chose their institution for the academic quality it provided to a veterinary career pathway. Consistent with findings by Kenny (2022) and Cropps (2023), Dortch and Patel (2017) and McGee and Martin (2011), many experienced racialized microaggressions that fostered self-doubt and isolation, resulting in them suppressing aspects of their identity as they “walk on eggshells” to navigate the racial climate in their institution. Because PWI remain structured around dominant norms, especially within agricultural education curriculum (Martin et al., 2023), participants drew heavily on their support networks, resilience, and perseverance to remain committed to their educational goals. 

Most notably, participants’ community cultural wealth enabled the development of two culturally sustaining strengths, empathy and resilience, that are not explicitly named within dominant employability skills frameworks yet were central to participants’ persistence and career readiness. Resilience supported participants’ ability to navigate academic challenges, health concerns, racialized experiences, and institutional barriers, while empathy enhanced their capacity to collaborate, communicate across differences, and support others in emotionally demanding agricultural contexts. As one participant reflected, experiencing hardship and failure “really prepared me so well for my future… because it helped me become more resilient.”
These findings suggest that empathy and resilience function as critical employability competencies rather than peripheral personal traits. Employees who can persevere through adversity and demonstrate empathy when working with diverse colleagues and stakeholders may be less susceptible to burnout (Stanley et al., 2024; Yanar et al., 2022) and better positioned to contribute to productive, adaptive, and stable workplaces. In an agricultural industry facing rapid technological change, labor shortages, and global challenges such as food insecurity and climate change, these culturally sustaining strengths are essential for long-term workforce effectiveness and sustainability (Erickson et al., 2018).
Taken together, these findings extend dominant employability frameworks by illustrating how culturally grounded strengths, developed through community cultural wealth, play a central role in preparing students for complex agricultural careers. Recognizing empathy and resilience as employability skills reframes workforce readiness away from deficit narratives and toward an asset-based understanding of how Black women, and potentially other marginalized students, contribute meaningfully to the agricultural labor force.

While these findings offer important insights, several limitations should be acknowledged. This study is limited by its small sample size (N = 10) and focus on a single predominantly White institution, which may limit the transferability of findings (Merriam, 2009). Additionally, findings are based on participants’ self-reported experiences within the constraints of the interview protocol. Despite these limitations, the study offers important insights into how community cultural wealth shapes the development of employability among Black women in agricultural programs.

Implications for Agricultural Education

These findings have important implications for agricultural education programs and workforce preparation. First, institutions should broaden how employability is conceptualized and assessed by recognizing homes, families, and communities as legitimate sites of skill development. As industries increasingly value behavioral and interpersonal competencies alongside technical skills (Fischer, 2022; Ziker & Paredes, 2023), engaging multiple stakeholders in students’ preparation may help close persistent skills gaps rather than relying solely on classroom-based activities (Hendrix & Morrison, 2018). Asset-based frameworks, such as Community Cultural Wealth (Yosso, 2005), offer valuable insights into the ways marginalized students cultivate competencies prior to and alongside formal education. Explicitly valuing empathy and resilience within employability discourse may help shift narratives away from deficit assumptions about student preparedness.

Second, agricultural education programs, particularly at PWIs, should intentionally design curriculum, advising practices, and experiential learning opportunities that acknowledge and leverage students’ cultural assets. Participants’ reliance on student organizations, undergraduate research, and study abroad experiences undergirds the importance of high-impact practices that foster belonging, professional identity development, and skill refinement (Parrella et al., 2024). Strengthening partnerships with industry professionals and expanding culturally responsive mentorship opportunities may further enhance students’ transitions from education to the workforce (Garcia et al., 2024; Ziker & Paredes, 2025).

Recommendations for Practice and Future Research

For practice, agricultural education faculty and administrators should prioritize culturally sustaining pedagogy that reflects the histories, contributions, and lived experiences of Black agriculturalists (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris, 2012). Increasing representation among faculty and mentors, integrating inclusive curricular content, and fostering supportive advising relationships may reduce the additional emotional labor Black women navigate in predominantly White spaces (Washington, 2024). Therefore, collaboration between higher education institutions, industry partners, and community organizations can further align workforce expectations with students’ cultural capital (Business-Higher Education Forum, 2023; Ellis-Robinson & Wayde-Coles, 2021; Yosso, 2005).

Future research should continue to explore employability through asset-based and intersectional lenses. Comparative studies examining Black women’s experiences at Historically Black Colleges and Universities and PWIs may provide additional insight into institutional contexts that best support culturally sustaining skill development. Mixed methods approaches and longitudinal studies following graduates into agricultural careers could further examine how empathy, resilience, and community cultural wealth shape long-term professional outcomes. Exploring complementary theoretical perspectives, such as Black feminist thought, environmental justice, and food justice, may also deepen understanding of participation and persistence in agricultural education.
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