
ABSTRACT 

MORGAN, MIRIAM KATHLEEN (MARY KATE). Examining the Experiences of North 
Carolina High School Agriculture Teachers with Incorporating Students with Diverse Needs in 
FFA. (Under the direction of Dr. Joy Morgan Fleming). 
 

The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of North Carolina high school 

agriculture teachers with incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA. More specifically, 

this study seeks to identify and describe the challenges and suggested improvements for 

incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA, determine inclusionary practices teachers 

utilize to encourage students with diverse needs’ FFA participation that teachers perceive as 

successful, and identify the motivations of teachers incorporating students with diverse needs in 

FFA.  

Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behavior served as the theoretical framework of this study. 

Agriculture teachers’ attitudes towards the behavior, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral 

control contribute to their inclusive behavior. This qualitative phenomenological study used the 

interviews of eight North Carolina high school agriculture teachers as the primary method of data 

collection. Through these interviews the following five themes emerged: the value of previous 

experience, the value of relationship building, the need for preparation, challenges with 

competition, and building a positive community through inclusion. 

It is recommended by the researcher that pre-service and in-service training be 

implemented related to the inclusion of students with diverse needs in FFA. Additionally, it is 

recommended that a taskforce be established by North Carolina FFA to develop policies and 

procedures to promote inclusion within FFA, specifically within competitive FFA events. 
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CHAPTER I 

Background & Setting 

The great Greek philosopher, Plato, is quoted with saying, “The direction in which 

education starts a man, will determine his future life.” While this quote exemplifies Plato’s 

strong belief that leaders should be knowledgeable, it also exemplifies the important role of 

educators in a student’s life. In the United States, access to a free public education is a basic right 

granted to all 50.7 million school-aged children (Riser-Kositsky, 2019). This right, protected by 

the United States Constitution, requires that all children are given equal educational opportunity, 

no matter a student’s race, religion, background, sex, socioeconomic status, ability, or any other 

factor (U.S. Department of Education, 2021). 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) mandates that the right to a free 

and public education is extended to eligible students with disabilities, including access to special 

education and related services (U.S. Department of Education, 2021). Students receiving these 

services have been identified by educational and medical professionals as having a disability 

impacting their ability to perform academically. Over the last ten years, the number of students 

identified as receiving services through IDEA has increased significantly (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2021). From the 2009 – 2010 school year to the 2019-2020 school year, the 

number of students receiving services increased from 6.5 million students to 7.3 million students, 

meaning 14% of the total public-school enrollment is serviced by IDEA (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2021).  

IDEA originated in 1990 after a reauthorization of the Education for All Handicapped 

Children Act of 1975 and was reauthorized most recently in 2004. The Act focuses on six major 
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principles designed to protect students with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 2021). 

The six major principles include: 

1.  Ensuring access to a free appropriate public education (FAPE), emphasizing special 

education and related services, meeting students’ unique needs, and preparing them to be 

career and college ready. 

2.  Appropriate evaluations of students suspected of having disabilities. 

3. Providing Individualized Education Programs to aid in every child’s success. 

4. Educating students in their Least Restrictive Learning Environment (LRE). 

5. Parent and teacher participation and communication for student progress and growth. 

6. Putting procedural safeguards in place to help students, parents, and the school system 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2021). 

Furthermore, IDEA includes the following disabilities: specific learning disabilities, speech 

or language impairments, other health impairments (heart condition, tuberculosis, asthma, etc.), 

autism, developmental delays, intellectual disabilities, emotional disturbances, multiple 

disabilities, hearing impairments, or orthopedic impairments (National Center for Educational 

Statistics, 2021).  

Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) 

In addition to the six major principles, IDEA is comprised of four parts: 

A. General Provisions 

B. Assistance for All Children with Disabilities 

C. Infants and Toddlers with Disabilities 

D. National Activities to Improve Education of Children with Disabilities (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2021) 
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According to Part B of IDEA, Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) should be 

developed for every child with a disability (IDEA, 2019). An IEP is a unique written statement 

for each child with a disability that is prepared, reviewed, and revised by a committee of 

individuals familiar with the needs of the student, including the student themself, parents, special 

educators, administrators, and traditional classroom teachers, to help meet students’ educational 

needs (Section 1414, 2019). Members of the committee review these plans annually and 

reevaluate these plans every three years. IEPs contain academic and functional goals for the 

student, descriptions of how the child has progressed toward meeting those goals, and a 

statement of the special education and related services that will be provided to the student. In 

addition, the IEP offers an explanation to the extent which modifications and accommodations 

should be provided to the student. Accommodations are a set of instructions that will allow 

students to learn the same material as their peers in a different way, while modifications change 

what the student is taught or expected to learn (Differences between accommodations and 

modifications, n.d.).  

504 Plans 

504 Plans are another legally binding document for students with disabilities, mandated 

by Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. 504 plans cover all disabilities, including those 

that might not be included in the thirteen disability categories of IDEA. Section 504 has a looser 

definition for “individuals with disabilities,” as disabilities are viewed in a broader context, 

looking at the individual’s whole life, rather than just their academic needs (Your Rights Under 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, 2006). 504 plans are written to determine how the school 

can provide support for a student with a disability. These plans are less prescriptive than IEPs but 
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require students with disabilities to receive appropriate education services to the same extent as 

the needs of students without disabilities (Protecting students with disabilities, 2020). 

Least Restrictive Environment and Mainstreaming 

Since IDEA was adopted in 1975, federal law has mandated that children with disabilities 

are educated in their least restrictive environment, alongside their peers without disability in 

general education classes to the fullest extent possible (Brock, 2018). Section 300.114 (2017) of 

Part B of IDEA lays out the requirements for a least restrictive learning environment: 

“Each public agency must ensure that— 

(i) To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including children in 
public or private institutions or other care facilities, are educated with children who are 
nondisabled; and 
(ii) Special classes, separate schooling, or other removal of children with disabilities from 
the regular educational environment occurs only if the nature or severity of the disability 
is such that education in regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and services 
cannot be achieved satisfactorily.” 
 
Today, almost sixty-five percent of students with diverse needs spend 80% or more of 

their time in regular education classes (Riser-Kositsky, 2021). This number has more than 

doubled since 1989 when only 31.7% of students with disabilities spent 80% or more of their 

time in regular education classes. This practice of including students with disabilities in the 

traditional education classroom is known as “mainstreaming.”  

Agricultural Education 

This study is specifically focused on teaching students with diverse needs in agricultural 

education. Agricultural education is uniquely delivered through a three-circle model of 

instruction (see Figure 1). The three-circle model is comprised of three components, (a) 

classroom and laboratory instruction, (b) experiential learning, and (c) leadership development 

(Croom, 2008).  
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Figure 11. The Three-Circle Model of Agricultural Education (National Association of 

Agricultural Educators, n.d.).  

What makes agricultural education unique from other curricula are the experiential 

learning and leadership development pieces of the model. Experiential learning is defined as an 

independent learning program for students enrolled in agricultural education courses (Croom, 

2008). These projects are cooperatively developed by the student and the agriculture teacher and 

are designed to increase career readiness. This component is primarily delivered through 

students’ supervised agricultural experiences (SAEs). Students select projects that will advance 

their agricultural knowledge as well as improve their employability skills. 

FFA is an intracurricular youth leadership organization for students enrolled in 

agricultural education that provides the leadership development portion of the three-circle model. 

The FFA mission states, “FFA makes a positive difference in the lives of students by developing 

their potential for premier leadership, personal growth, and career success through agricultural 

education,” (FFA vision, mission, and motto, n.d.). Agricultural education students in middle and 
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high school can participate in FFA, but for the purpose of this study, only agriculture teachers at 

the high school level were included. All dues paying FFA members have the opportunity to 

participate in any FFA event. FFA events can include, but not be limited to, competitive events, 

leadership workshops/conferences, professional development, and recreation events. In North 

Carolina, FFA events can take place at the chapter, federation, regional, state, and national levels 

(see Figure 1.2). Students and teams who participate in competitive events at the local level can 

advance to the next level based on successful performance as defined in the event guidelines. 

Additionally, more advanced leadership opportunities exist at each increasing level. While FFA 

events can vary in purpose and level, all seek to grow leaders, build communities, and strengthen 

agriculture (FFA vision, mission, and motto, n.d.). 

 

Figure 1.2. Structure of FFA in North Carolina 

Statement of the Problem 

Currently, the national average indicated 14% of all students enrolled in public schools 

across the US are identified as having a diverse need (Riser-Kositsky, 2021). In 2006, a study of 

National

State

Regional

Federation

Chapter
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agricultural education students in New Mexico classified 19% of students enrolled in agricultural 

education as students with diverse needs (Dormody et al., 2006). The disabilities in New 

Mexican agriculture teachers’ classrooms ranged from physical, learning, and emotional 

(Dormody et al., 2006). Specifically, in North Carolina, Stair et al. found that 56.1% of students 

with a disability completed CTE courses (Stair et al., 2010.) 

There is limited research related to students with diverse needs’ participation in FFA. 

Johnson et al. concluded that teachers believed opportunities within FFA were more limited for 

students with diverse needs and that of the three areas within the three-circle model, students’ 

abilities were most prevalent and potentially inhibiting in FFA. It has been nine years since the 

Johnson et al. study where perceptions of North Carolina high school agricultural educators 

regarding students with diverse needs participating in FFA and SAE were measured 

quantitatively. Additionally, in the recommendations for research at the end of the article, the 

authors stated there was a need for qualitative research regarding students with diverse needs 

participating in FFA activities to provide further insight into the matter (Johnson et al., 2012). 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2021), the number of students with 

diverse needs continues to rise. With the number of students with diverse needs increasing and 

with teachers perceiving student ability to be a great barrier for students with diverse needs 

participating in FFA, it is important to understand the teachers’ experiences incorporating 

students with diverse needs in FFA (Johnson et al., 2012).   

This idea of the need for inclusion within FFA is not one only noticed by a few 

researchers. In 2020, the National FFA Organization released a press release announcing their 

new Agricultural Education for All roadmap (FFA Embraces Agricultural Education for All, 

2020). This roadmap outlines initiatives to support all facets of inclusion, diversity, and equity. 
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Some planned implementations to further these goals are dedicated diversity, equity, and 

inclusion staff members, trainings for agricultural education teachers on diversity, equity, and 

inclusion, as well as an immersion curriculum and online platform for students. As the initiative 

rolls out, the National FFA Organization student magazine, New Horizons, will play a significant 

role in sharing this progress (Stall, 2020). The first article published focusing on diverse students 

and their participation within FFA, highlights Sean Neal. Neal is a former FFA member with a 

neuromuscular disease that confines him to a wheelchair. Neal discussed how FFA allowed him 

to compete on an even playing field and encouraged other FFA members to creative a more 

inclusive environment through empathy and understanding. Neal also discusses the impact of his 

agriculture teacher and FFA advisor, how he never hesitated and always figured out ways to get 

him involved.  

The agricultural education program is not complete without each of the three circles of 

the three-circle model. Through examining the experiences of participants, perhaps areas of need 

can be identified to increase participation of students with diverse needs in FFA. 

Purpose of Study 

As previewed in the background and setting, the inclusion of students with diverse needs 

is federally mandated through legislation. However, agricultural education is unique in 

delivering education through the three-circle model approach. Therefore, it is not only legally 

required to include students with diverse needs in the classroom, but also in the other 

components of the three-circle model, including FFA.  

The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of North Carolina high school 

agriculture teachers with incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA. More specifically, 

this study seeks to identify and describe the challenges and suggested improvements for 
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incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA, determine perceived successful inclusionary 

practices teachers perceive to encourage students with diverse needs’ FFA participation, and 

identify the motivations of teachers incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA. Gathering 

this information is useful for agriculture teachers, teacher educators, and North Carolina FFA 

Association staff to improve inclusionary practices within FFA in hopes of increasing student 

participation for all.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this study: 

1. What motivates agriculture teachers to incorporate students with diverse needs in 

FFA? 

2. What inclusionary practices do agriculture teachers perceive as successful when 

encouraging the FFA participation of students with diverse needs? 

3. What are the challenges with incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA and 

how could these challenges be minimized in the future? 

4. What are the perceived benefits of getting students with diverse needs involved in 

FFA? 

Scope and Limitations of the Study 

1. The scope of this study was limited to high school agricultural educators in North 

Carolina who had previously volunteered to be interviewed by students in AEE 326 – 

Teaching Diverse Learners at NC State University. Participants were selected by the 

researcher while trying to account for diversity in geography and experience.  
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2. The findings of this qualitative data analysis were limited to the availability and 

willingness of the agriculture teacher participants of this study and the access of public 

FFA documents. 

3. The findings and conclusions of this study are limited to the series of phenomenological 

interviews and interpretation of the researcher and her findings, which served as the main 

instrument of data collection. Interview transcripts and preliminary themes were member 

checked by participants of the study. Additional data were collected via document 

analysis of North Carolina FFA policies and registration materials.  

4. Some factors contributing to the experiences of these participants may be unique to this 

group of participants and may not be generalizable outside this group of participants, 

outside of North Carolina. or outside of the agriculture teaching profession. 

Assumptions 

The following assumptions were made by the researcher while preparing, collecting, and 

reporting this study: 

1. The researcher assumed all North Carolina agriculture teachers participating in 

interviews were truthful and provided accurate accounts of their experiences with 

students with diverse needs and their participation in FFA. 

2. The researcher assumed that participants in the study would understand the questions 

asked and the terminology within the questions. 

3. The researcher assumed that participants would have experiences with students with 

diverse needs participating in FFA.  
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4. The researcher assumed that participants would be willing to reflect and share their 

experiences as an agriculture teacher with incorporating students with diverse needs 

in FFA. 

5. The researcher assumed that participants would see both benefits and challenges to 

incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA. 

6. The researcher assumed that participants would have strategies and experiences for 

incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA that were different from traditional 

agricultural education students.  

Operational Definitions of Key Terms 

To promote understanding of the terminology used within this thesis, the following 

operational definition of key terms used within the study are provided: 

Accommodations - Accommodations are a set of instructions that will allow students to 

learn the same material as their peers in a different way in accordance with the student’s needs, 

as listed in their IEP (Friend et al., 2009). 

Agricultural education – Agricultural education teaches students about agriculture, food, 

and natural resources. Through these subjects, agricultural educators teach students a wide 

variety of skills, including science, math, communications, leadership, management, and 

technology. Agricultural education is delivered through the three interconnected components of 

classroom, experiential learning, and leadership education (What is Agricultural Education?, 

n.d.) 

Career and Leadership Development Events (CDEs and LDEs) – Through Career and 

Leadership Development Events, participating FFA members in grade 7 to 12 are challenged to 

develop critical thinking skills and effective decision-making skills, foster teamwork, and 
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promote communication while recognizing the value of ethical competition and individual 

achievement. CDE and LDE events occur at the local, state, and national levels (Career and 

leadership development events, n.d.). 

Career and Technical Education (CTE) – The mission of Career and Technical Education 

is to empower all students to be successful citizens, workers, and leaders in a global economy. 

CTE gives purpose to learning by emphasizing real-world skills and practical knowledge. There 

are multiple curriculums within career and technical education, including but not limited to 

agricultural education, computer science and information technology education, family and 

consumer sciences education, and health science education (Congressional Research Service, 

2014). 

Diverse Needs – For the purpose of this study, this term was used to describe students 

who have different needs from other students that would qualify for an IEP or 504 Plan, where 

those specific needs would be addressed. 

Education for All Handicapped Children (EHA) – EHA is a piece of legislation enacted 

in 1975 that later became IDEA, which guaranteed the right to a free and appropriate public 

education to all students with diverse needs in their least restrictive environment. This legislation 

also introduced IEPs (Smith et al., 2018).  

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESA) – This act was passed in 1965 and 

ensured everyone equal access to a quality education as well as provided funding to primary and 

secondary education. This piece of legislation placed emphasis on high standards and 

accountability (Smith et al., 2018). 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) – This act was a reauthorization of ESA in 2015 and 

promoted the Universal Design for Learning as well as student protection from bullying and 
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harassment. It ensured accommodations on assessments for students with disabilities and 

included gifted and talented students in its provisions (Smith et al., 2018). 

Exceptional children (EC) – Children who are substantially above or below average 

children in some significant respect, often referring to intelligence (Exceptional child, 2022). 

General education – The program of education that regularly developing students should 

receive based on standards of education (Webster. 2019). 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) – IEPs are legally binding documents mandated 

as a part of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. IEPs lay out individualized plans for 

students in public education from pre-kindergarten through twelfth grade that experience one or 

more of the following disabilities: specific learning disabilities, speech or language impairments, 

other health impairments (heart condition, tuberculosis, asthma, etc.), autism, developmental 

delays, intellectual disabilities, emotional disturbances, multiple disabilities, hearing 

impairments, or orthopedic impairments (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2021). 

These plans set forth accommodations and modifications to help students meet their personal 

goals and provide an overall more equitable education (Section 1414, 2019). 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) – Passed in 1990, the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) ensues that all children with disabilities are entitled to a 

free appropriate public education to meet their unique needs and prepare them for further 

education, employment, and independent living (U.S. Department of Education, 2021). 

Least restrictive environment (LRE) – Least restrictive environment is principle within 

IDEA that requires students with disabilities to receive their education alongside their peers 

without disabilities as much as possible. Additionally, this principle requires that students not be 
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removed from the general education classroom unless learning cannot be achieved, even with use 

of supplementary aids and services (U.S. Department of Education, 2021). 

Mainstreaming – Mainstreaming is a common term used to describe one the defining 

principles of LRE, that students with disabilities will be educated alongside their peers in the 

general education classroom as much as possible (Least Restrictive Environment, n.d.). 

Modifications – Modifications change what the student is taught or expected to learn in 

accordance with their needs as displayed in their IEP (Friend et al., 2009). 

National FFA Organization (FFA) – The National FFA Organization is a dynamic youth 

leadership organization that changes lives and prepares members for premier leadership, personal 

growth, and career success through agricultural education. As one of the three components of the 

three-circle model for agricultural education, FFA stands for “Future Farmers of America,” but 

prides itself in creating experiences to prepare its members for real world success, even beyond 

the occupation of farming (FFA Vision, Mission and Motto, n.d.) 

No Child Left Behind – Legislation passed in 2002 to improve the education of all 

children, requiring qualified teachers to teach using strong teaching methods and implementing 

content and achievement standards for schools (Smith et al., 2018). 

Occupational Course of Study (OCS) – The Occupational Course of Study is designed to 

meet the needs of select students with disabilities. This includes modifying the curriculum to 

focus on post-school employment and independent living (Occupational Course of Study, 2022). 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973 – The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 guaranteed basic civil rights 

to people of all ability levels. Section 504 of this act required accommodations for students and 

set parameters for 504 plans (Smith et al., 2018). 
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Rosa’s Law – Rosa’s Law was passed in 2010 and replaced the term “mental retardation” 

with “intellectual disability,” in all federal legislation (Smith et al., 2018).   

Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE) – Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE) 

is a student-led, instructor-supervised, work-based learning experience that results in measurable 

outcomes with a pre-defined, agreed upon set of goals related to agricultural education, the 

agricultural education program, and a student’s chosen career plan (Croom, 2008). 

504 Plan – 504 Plans are legally binding documents for students with disabilities 

mandated by Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. 504 plans cover all disabilities 

beyond the disability categories of IDEA and help provide support to a student with a disability 

(Protecting students with disabilities, 2020). 

Chapter Summary 

Education has become more inclusive of students of all abilities since the inception of the 

Education for All Handicapped Children Act in 1975, which later became the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). With increased inclusivity efforts comes more responsibility 

for teachers to follow specific education plans including Individual Education Programs (IEPs) 

and 504 Plans. Additionally, as a part of IDEA, students with disabilities spend more time in the 

regular education classroom through a concept known as mainstreaming. Agricultural education 

is no exception to this rule. In fact, many agricultural education classes have more students with 

diverse needs than a typical regular education class. 

Through the unique three-circle model of agricultural education, equal emphasis is placed 

on classroom/lab instruction, experiential learning, and leadership development. Leadership 

development is cultivated through the National FFA Organization, an organization designed for 

students in agricultural education to promote their career and leadership development. 
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Agriculture teachers perceive student ability to be a great barrier for students with diverse needs 

participating in FFA.  

The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of North Carolina high school 

agriculture teachers with incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA. The research 

questions specifically focus on the motivations, successful inclusionary practices, perceived 

benefits, and perceived challenges to incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA. 

Additionally, the researcher shared the scope and limitation of the study, definitions of key terms 

used throughout the study, and the assumptions of the researcher while administering this study. 
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CHAPTER II 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the experiences of North 

Carolina high school agriculture teachers with incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA 

events. For the purpose of this study, Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behavior will be used as 

the theoretical framework. This theoretical model is explained in the context of this research 

during this chapter as well as a review of literature on the following topics: 

• History and Legislation Regarding Students with Diverse Needs 

• Teachers’ Experiences of Working with Students with Diverse Needs in General 

Education 

• The Unique Structure of the Agricultural Education Model 

• Teachers’ Experiences Working with Students with Diverse Needs in the 

Agricultural Education Classroom 

• Teachers’ Experiences Working with Students with Diverse Needs in FFA 

Theoretical Framework 

The Theory of Planned Behavior, developed by Icek Ajzen (1991), was used as the 

theoretical framework to guide this study (see Figure 2.1). This framework provides 

understanding of the factors that contribute to behavioral intentions. According to the theory, an 

individual’s intentions are the product of three processes: attitudes toward the behavior, 

subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control. Derived from Ajzen’s earlier Theory of 

Reasoned Action (1975), this theory is based on the premise that our intentions predict our 

behavior. In this model, intention serves as the cognitive function of readiness to perform a 

behavior. 
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Figure 2.1. Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 2019). 

The first predictor of intentions is one’s attitude towards the behavior (Ajzen, 1991). This 

encompasses how one thinks or feels about the behavior, which can be positive or negative, as 

well as their expectations about the behavior. Two factors can contribute to our attitudes, our 

beliefs about the consequences of the behavior and our evaluation of the consequences of the 

behavior. Attitude toward a behavior refers to whether an individual views an act or behavior 

favorably or unfavorably. In the case of this particular study, a teacher’s conscious or 

unconscious attitude toward working with students with diverse needs, indicates whether or not 

the teacher would include or exclude students with diverse needs in FFA. 

Subjective norms refer to the amount of social pressure felt to perform a behavior (Ajzen, 

1991). This is also based on two factors, the expectation of others and the motivation to comply 

with the perceived expectations. There is particular emphasis placed on the social pressures from 

those close to the individual. In the case of this study, teachers are facing many social pressures. 

These social pressures can come from fellow agriculture teachers, parents, administrators, 
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community/industry leaders, and perhaps society in general. These social pressures can 

contribute both positively and negatively to inclusion programs within FFA. 

Perceived behavioral control refers to how well the individual believes they can perform 

the behavior. Attitude and subjective norms only effect behavior through intention, however 

behavioral control can affect behavior independently and through the vehicle of intention.  In 

regard to this study, teachers’ perceptions of how difficult or how easy it is to include students 

with diverse needs in FFA indicates whether or not teachers will actually include students with 

diverse needs in FFA. 

Literature Review 

History and Legislation Regarding Students with Diverse Needs 

Education of students with disabilities has greatly improved since the beginning of the 

20th century (Davis et al., 2011; Yell et al., 1998). Prior to the passing of legislation mandating 

students with disabilities be educated alongside their non-disabled peers, students with 

disabilities were abandoned by the educational system or institutionalized (Davis et al., 2011; A 

history of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 2020; Smith et al.; 2018). This idea of 

abandonment and isolation was mirrored in society’s view of people with diverse needs. A 

timeline provided by Smith et al. (2018) portrays the history of society’s acceptance of people 

with diverse needs (see Figure 2.2 below): 
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Figure 2.2. Timeline for Disability Advocacy 

With the expansion of the Civil Rights Movement to include people with disabilities and 

the fight for the rights of those with diverse needs, came legislation protecting the basic rights of 

these individuals. Since the passing of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which was 

a civil rights act, all people with disabilities are protected from discrimination, including students 

in public schools (Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, 1973). Landmark legislation such as the 

Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 and the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act of 1990 drastically changed the way students with diverse needs were educated 

(Davis et al., 2011; A history of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 2020; Teixeira 

et al., 2020; Yell et al., 2011). A summary of this legislation, adapted from Smith et al. (2018) 

can be found below: 

Table 1 

Key Legislation Affecting School-aged Students with Disabilities 

Year Name Description 
1965 Elementary and 

Secondary Education 
Act (ESEA) 

• Equal access to quality education (Paul, n.d.) 
• Funds primary and secondary education 
• Emphasis on high standards and accountability  
• Established Title I 
 

1973 Rehabilitation Act of 
1973 

• Guaranteed basic Civil Rights to people of all ability 
levels  

• Required accommodations, set parameters for 504 plans 
 

People with 
Disabilities 
Shunned, 
Ridiculed, 

and 
Abandoned 
by Society
476 - 1300 CE

The Notion 
that Society 

Needs 
Protection 
Initiated

1300 - 1799 CE

Civil Rights 
Movemment 

Sets the 
Stage for 
Disability 

Rights
1954 - 1964  

Civil Rights 
Movement 
for People 

with 
Disabilties 

Begins
1973 - 1990

Advocates 
with 

Disabilties 
Fight for 

their Rights
1980 - 1990
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Table 1 (continued) 

Year Name Description 
1975 Education for All 

Handicapped Children 
• Guaranteed the right to a free appropriate public 

education to all students with diverse needs in their least 
restrictive environment 

• Mandates that each student with diverse needs has an 
individualized education program (IEP) 

 
1986 Education for All 

Handicapped (EHA, 
reauthorized) 

• Expanded services to cover pre-school aged students, 
infants, and toddlers 

• Required individualized family service plans (similar to 
IEPs) for these young children and their families 

 
1990 Individuals with 

Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA) 

• What is now EHA 
• Changed the word “handicapped” to disabilities 
• Implemented person first terminology 
• Requires transition plans for students aging out of 

services 
• Added new categories of autism and traumatic brain 

injury 
 

1997 IDEA ’97 
(reauthorized) 

• Recognized ADHD as a disability, including it with 
“other health impairments” 

• Expanded IEPs to include transition plans 
• Included general education teachers on IEP team 
 

2001 No Child Left Behind 
(ESEA reauthorization) 

• Intended to improve education of all children 
• Required highly qualified teachers and strong teaching 

methods 
• Implemented content and achievement standards for 

schools that are to be met 
 

2004 Individuals with 
Disabilities Education 
Act of 2004 (IDEA, 
reauthorized) 

• Aligned IDEA with No Child Left Behind 
• Identification procedures for learning disabilities were 

updated 
• Students with disabilities must participate in local testing 
• Required highly qualified special education teachers 
• Added “Developmental Delay” as the 14th disability 

category  
 

2010 Rosa’s Law • Changed the term of “mental retardation” to “intellectual 
disabilities” in all federal laws 
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Table 1 (continued) 

Year Name Description 
2015 Every Student 

Succeeds Act (ESSA) 
• Included gifted and talented students 
• Ensured accommodations on assessments, promoted the 

Universal Design for Learning, and protected from 
bullying/harassment 

• Provided protection and supports to those with 
disabilities, those who are homeless, those who are 
English Language Learners, and those from low 
socioeconomic status 

Note. Adapted from Smith, D., Tyler, N., & Skow, K. (2018). Introduction to contemporary 

special education: New horizons (2nd Ed). Pearson.  

Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, No Child Left Behind, and Every Student 

Succeeds 

Signed in 1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was a defining 

part of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s “War on Poverty,” (Paul, n.d.). ESEA funded primary and 

secondary education with an emphasis on high standards and accountability. It has been 

reauthorized every five years since its enactment. This act established Title I, a program from the 

United States Department of Education, allotting additional funding to particular schools and 

districts where there are a high percentage of families from low-socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Signed into law in 2002 by President George W. Bush, No Child Left Behind was a 

reauthorization of ESEA and had a particular emphasis on relating accountability and the 

achievement of students (Friend et al., 2009). Academic achievement of students is closely 

monitored by this legislation. The goal of adequate yearly progress (AYP), which are measured 

by yearly benchmarks set towards achieving at grade-level progress in math and reading, 

contributes to an emphasis on testing, designed to measure AYP. Students with disabilities are 

included in this goal. NCLB also requires highly qualified teachers and teaching strategies 

backed by research.  
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The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) is a reauthorization of ESEA. ESSA protects 

disadvantaged and high-need students, requires students be taught by academic standards that 

will promote college and career readiness, increases access to high-quality pre-school education, 

and maintains accountability (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015). Additionally, ESSA includes 

provisions about gifted and talented education (Smith et al., 2018).  

Rehabilitation Act of 1973 

The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is not necessarily a piece of educational legislation, rather 

it’s focused on the civil rights of people with disabilities (Your Rights Under Section 504 of the 

Rehabilitation Act, 2006). However, there are educational provisions within this act, specifically 

in Section 504. Section 504 views disabilities in a broader scope than IDEA, looking at the 

individual’s whole life, rather than strictly their educational needs. Because of this legislation, 

some students in public schools may have a 504 plan, which are written plans to determine how 

students with disabilities can be best supported academically to the same extent as students 

without disabilities (Protecting students with disabilities, 2010).   

Education for All Handicapped Children (EHA) and Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA) 

The Education for All Handicapped Children (EHA) is federal legislation, signed into 

law by Gerald Ford in 1975, serving students aged 3 to 21 (A history of the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act, 2020). This piece of legislation introduced in response to the nearly 

one million children excluded from the educational system at that time, established the concept 

of a “free and appropriate education” or FAPE, guaranteeing access to education for every child 

across the country. This act laid the foundation for all current special education practices, 

mandating the concept of students being educated in their Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), 
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as well as describing categories of disabilities that make students eligible to receive special 

education and related services (Friend et al., 2009). EHA also introduced the idea of an 

Individualized Education Program (IEP), mandating that every student with diverse needs has 

one (Smith et al., 2018). EHA had four purposes (A history of the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act, 2020): 

1. To assure all students with disabilities have a free appropriate public education 

available to them that meets their unique individual needs, emphasizing special 

education and related services. 

2. To ensure that the rights of children with disabilities are protected. 

3. To help state and local education entities provide services for the education of all 

children with disabilities. 

4. To assess and ensure the effectiveness of the efforts to educate students with 

disabilities. 

EHA was reauthorized in 1986 (A history of the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act, 2020) and included a particular focus on young children with disabilities and their families. 

This required states to provide services to children with disabilities from birth, allowing for early 

intervention and no longer requiring a child wait until 3 years of age to receive services.  

The reauthorization of EHA in 1990 led to a name change, reflecting the idea of person-

first language, from the Educational for All Handicapped Children Act to what it is known as 

today, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, or IDEA (Friend et al., 2009; A history of 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 2020). IDEA changed the term from 

“handicapped” to “disability,” as well as increased provisions for children from birth to five 

years of age (Friend et al., 2009). Additionally, IDEA emphasized the idea of transition from the 
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services provided in this act, requiring transition plans for older students receiving these services 

to adjust to life outside of school (Friend et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2018). This reauthorization 

also led to the addition of autism and traumatic brain injury as two new categories of disability.  

Later, the 1997 reauthorization included a provision requiring a child’s general education 

teachers be included on their education plan team, recognizing that students with disabilities 

typically spend a majority of their school day in the regular education classroom (Friend et al., 

2009). With the reauthorization, IEPs were now required to include transition plans for students 

over the age of 16 (Smith et al. 2018). Additionally, IDEA ’97 recognized ADHD as a disability, 

including it with the “other health impairments” category of disability found within IDEA (Smith 

et al., 2018).  

The current version of IDEA, reauthorized in 2004, required that students with 

disabilities participate in all state and local testing with necessary accommodations (Friend et al., 

2009; Smith et al., 2018). In addition to testing requirements, this act established that special 

education teachers must be highly qualified and allowed funds allotted to special education to be 

used to design prevention strategies (Friend et al., 2009). This reauthorization also included 

developmental delay as a new disability category. The categories of disability and their 

description can be found in Table 2 below (Friend et al., 2009):  

Table 2 

Disability Categories as Defined by IDEA 

IDEA Disability Term Description 
Learning disability 
(LD) 

• A disorder related to processing information, leading to 
academic difficulties. 

 
Speech or language 
impairment 

• A disorder related to the inability to properly 
communicate or produce sounds of language. 
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Table 2 (continued) 

IDEA Disability Term Description 
Intellectual Disabilities 
(Updated from “Mental 
retardation” as a result 
of Rosa’s Law (2010)) 

• A disorder where there are significant limitations in 
intellectual ability that can range in severity. 

 
 
 

Emotional Disturbance 
(ED) 

• A disorder where learning is negatively affected due to 
significant problems within social-emotional area. 

 
Autism • A disorder that is defined by extreme difficulty in social 

responsiveness that can range in severity. 
 

Hearing impairment • A disorder characterized by loss of hearing that can range 
in severity. 

 
Visual impairment • A disorder characterized by loss of vision that can range 

in severity. 
Deaf-blindness • A disorder where there is loss of hearing and vision 

simultaneously.  
 

Orthopedic impairment 
(OI) 

• A significant physical limitation that prevents one from 
being able to move and complete fine-motor tasks. 

 
Traumatic brain injury 
(TBI) 

• A medical condition resulting from a significant injury 
that can have varying effects on one’s physical or social 
abilities. 

 
Other health 
impairments (OHI) 

• A health problem so severe that it negatively affects 
one’s academic abilities (i.e., diabetes, ADHD, etc.) 

 
Multiple disabilities • The presence of two or more disabilities as the same 

time. 
 

Developmental delay 
(DD) 

• A disability category that can describe students up to age 
9 before giving them a specific disability label. 

Note. Adapted from Friend, M., & Bursuck, W. D. (2009). Including Students with Special 

Needs: A Practical Guide for Teachers. (5th Ed.). Pearson. 

The Carl D. Perkins Act (Perkins) 

The Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act is the primary federal 

funding source for career and technical education (CTE) across the country. The original Perkins 
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act, signed in 1984, required students with disabilities be given equal access to CTE to receive 

federal funding (Stair, 2009). 

The latest Perkins Act, Strengthening Career and Technical Education for the 21st 

Century, or Perkins V, was signed into law by President Trump in July of 2018, continuing 

Congress’ commitment to allotting almost $1.3 billion annually to CTE (Strengthening Career 

and Technical Education for the 21st Century Act, 2017). With the reauthorization of the Perkins 

act, came the mandate that every state develops a plan that supports all students in Career and 

Technical Education programs of study, including those who are considered special populations 

(North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2020). These plans must include the strategic 

vision of the state, a description of CTE programs, a plan for reducing performance gaps, and a 

description of program strategies for special populations.  

Teachers’ Experiences of Working with Students with Diverse Needs in General Education 

Since Education for All Handicapped Children was passed in 1975, the United States 

education system has gone from the exclusion of nearly 1.8 million students due to disabilities, 

to the inclusion of over 7.5 million students with disabilities (Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act, 2020). With the implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities with 

Education Act, the idea of teaching students with diverse needs in their least restrictive learning 

environment has become common practice, thus students with diverse needs are now commonly 

found in the general education classroom (Eiken, 2015).   

With the mainstreaming of students with diverse needs in general education courses, 

there have been challenges. Having students with diverse needs in general education courses 

causes teachers to feel more stressed and takes additional planning time (Eiken, 2015). In a study 

of 46 general education teachers that were paired with new colleagues to offer advice on 
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strategies of inclusion, the importance of knowing the child, establishing policies and 

procedures, building parent-teacher relationships, and understanding inclusion were points of 

advice given to new teachers for success in their classes (Berry, 2009). Many studies noted the 

lack of and therefore, need for training and resources for teachers to help promote practices of 

inclusion (Berry, 2009; Davis et al., 2011; Eiken, 2015; Giangreco et al., 1993).  

Despite the challenges teachers face with inclusion, studies have shown that many 

teachers feel as though students with disabilities are a valuable part of the classroom community 

and are enjoyable to teach (Eiken, 2015; Giangreco et al., 1993). Additionally, teachers reported 

greater personal satisfaction when employing inclusionary practices and that children learn better 

overall when students with disabilities are included in the classroom (Davis, 2011; Eiken, 2015).  

The Unique Structure of the Agricultural Education Model 

The three-circle model of agricultural education sets it apart from other curriculum areas 

(See Figure 2.2). This model, shaped as a three circle Venn-diagram illustrates the concept that 

in agricultural education, classroom instruction, leadership development (FFA), and work-based 

learning (SAE) are all equally important to the learning and development of the agricultural 

education student (Croom, 2008).  It is believed that each of the three circles originated at 

different times but were developed simultaneously. No established date or event has been found 

to have recognize the creation of the three-circle model, however this model, built largely 

through tradition has come to define agricultural education. 
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Figure 2.2. The Three-Circle Model of Agricultural Education (National Association of 

Agricultural Educators, n.d.).  

The most traditional education piece of the three-circle model is classroom and laboratory 

instruction.  School-based agricultural education was established through the passing of the 

Smith-Hughes Act in 1917 and today serves over 800,000 students across the United States 

(Agricultural Education, n.d.) Through classroom and laboratory instruction a trained 

agricultural educator will teach students in their classes about agricultural topics such as 

plant/animal science, business, technology, environmental/natural resources, communication, 

leadership and so much more (Agricultural Education, n.d.).   

The experiential, or work-based learning component of the three-circle model is also 

known as the Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE). According to Talbert et al., SAE is 

defined as, “the application of the concepts and principles learned in the agricultural education 

classroom in planned, real-life settings under the supervision of the agriculture teacher,” (Talbert 

et al., 2007, p. 418). SAEs allow students to gain work experience in an area related to 
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agriculture and students’ career goals and allows students the opportunity to develop and apply 

real-world skills outside of the classroom through a student driven project (Retallick, 2010). 

The leadership development portion of the three-circle model is represented through the 

National FFA Organization. The FFA component of the model is the focus of this study. As 

stated previously the mission of FFA is, “FFA makes a positive difference in the lives of students 

by developing their potential for premier leadership, personal growth, and career success through 

agricultural education (FFA Vision, Mission and Motto, n.d.). FFA does the following to 

accomplish this mission: 

• Develops competent and assertive agricultural leadership. 

• Increases awareness of the global and technological importance of agriculture and its 

contribution to our well-being. 

• Strengthens the confidence of agriculture students in themselves and their work. 

• Promotes the intelligent choice and establishment of an agricultural career. 

• Encourages achievement in supervised agricultural experience programs. 

• Encourages wise management of economic, environmental, and human resources of the 

community. 

• Develops interpersonal skills in teamwork, communications, human relations, and social 

interaction. 

• Builds character and promotes citizenship, volunteerism, and patriotism. 

• Promotes cooperation and cooperative attitudes among all people. 

• Promotes healthy lifestyles. 

• Encourages excellence in scholarship. 
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A study of Tennessee FFA members attending an FFA leadership training camp found that 

the majority of FFA members’ three basic human needs, as defined by Maslow, are met through 

their involvement with leadership positions, competitive events, and other FFA activities (Rose, 

2014). Additionally, participants claimed to have a more enjoyable high school experience 

because of their participation in FFA. FFA not only provides a place of belonging to its 

members, but also helps prepare its members for the future. Further, a descriptive study of 2018-

2019 high school senior FFA members found that respondents self-perceived high employability 

skills and above average academic success, potentially implying the college and career readiness 

of students as a product of the National FFA Organization (Copeland et al., 2020). As a result of 

FFA, members are provided a sense of belonging and prepared to become the next generation of 

agricultural leaders (Copeland et al., 2020; Rose, 2014).  

Teachers’ Experiences Working with Students with Diverse Needs in the Agricultural 

Education Classroom 

Agricultural education is no different from general education when it comes to the impact 

of federal legislation on teaching students with diverse needs. In addition to legislation such as 

the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, No Child Left Behind, and the 

Individuals with Disabilities Act, legislation specific to Career and Technical Education 

regarding students with diverse needs, such as the Vocational Education Act of 1963, was also 

passed (Giffing, 2009; Killingsworth, 2011; Teixeira et al., 2020).  

Students with special needs are often placed in agricultural education classes (Greaud, 

2021). While the national average of students with diverse needs is 14%, a 2006 study of 

agricultural education students in New Mexico classifies 19% of students enrolled in agricultural 

education as students with diverse needs (Dormody et al., 2006). Disabilities ranging from 
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physical, to learning, to emotional were found in New Mexico agriculture teachers’ classrooms. 

Specifically, in North Carolina, Stair et al. found that 56.1% of students with a disability took 

CTE courses (Stair et al., 2010). 

Another study from Stair et al. (2016) found that teachers feel confident about their 

ability to work with students with diverse needs, agreeing that they can incorporate various 

inclusion strategies within their program. Giffing (2009) found that a large majority of teachers 

understood the concept of inclusion, are in favor of inclusion of students with disabilities, and 

have had a positive experience working with students with diverse needs. While agriculture 

teachers were willing to include students with disabilities, they were less positive in their ability 

to successfully accommodate students (Giffing, 2009). Similar to studies mentioned previously 

within general education, studies within agricultural education have found many teachers have 

not received pre-service or in-service training opportunities related to working with students with 

diverse needs (Dormody et al., 2006; Fondren, 2019; Giffing, 2009; Greaud, 2021; Johnson et 

al., 2012; Ramage, 2021; Stair et al., 2010; Stair et al., 2016; Teixeira et al., 2020). Teacher 

confidence of working with students with disabilities seemed to be tied to participating in in-

service training, younger age of the teacher, and having a friend or family member with a 

disability (Stair et al., 2010). The amount of in-service training had an overall positive 

relationship regarding students with diverse needs participating in FFA (Johnson et al., 2012). 

There are additional concerns about the lack of resources for students with diverse needs 

(Fondren, 2019). Agriculture teachers could greatly benefit from the sharing of best practices for 

working with students with diverse needs in agricultural education (Greaud, 2021).  

Teachers are making modifications for students with disabilities that are founded in 

educational research, including making modifications to instruction, curriculum, and the 
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classroom/laboratory environment (Richardson, 2005; Stair et al., 2010). Specifically in North 

Carolina, teachers are using various strategies to increase learning for students with diverse 

needs in the agricultural education classroom (Stair et al., 2010). Instructional strategies included 

reading and reflecting on students’ individualized education plans, strategically assigning groups, 

providing more hands-on opportunities, monitoring students closely and spending more time 

with these students during hands-on activities, not penalizing spelling errors, and modifying 

tests. 

Teachers’ Experiences Working with Students with Diverse Needs in FFA 

According to Dormody et al., 19% of New Mexico students who have diverse needs, only 

70% of those students were FFA members. This is less than the statewide average of 75% of 

agricultural education students becoming FFA members (Dormody et al., 2006). Because of 

these statistics, we can see there is a slight disconnect between students with special needs and 

membership in FFA. 

Johnson (2011) stated that 58.9% of students enrolled in agricultural education courses in 

North Carolina receive special education services. According to Johnson et al. (2012), 

agriculture teachers employed on 12-month contracts have positive perceptions overall toward 

students with diverse needs’ FFA participation. However, teachers believe that students with 

diverse needs’ ability to receive recognition for their participation was higher for SAE than FFA. 

Additionally, teachers believed that students’ ability was a greater barrier participating in FFA 

activities than their supervised agricultural experience program (Johnson et al., 2012).  

Another article from Stair (2013) noted that while it is important to use inclusion 

strategies in the classroom, it is also important to utilize inclusion strategies in youth 
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organizations such as FFA. According to Stair (2013), these are ten of the greatest strategies to 

working with students of diverse needs: 

• working closely with parents and scheduling meetings  

• preferential seating, which allows students to feel more comfortable and sit where 

they are most productive 

• seek ways to modify curriculum to accommodate the students’ needs and ensure that 

modifications are provided for testing/assignments 

• visual and auditory modifications should be thought about as well  

• resources from Ag in the Classroom and 4-H activities, which are meant for younger 

children, could prove beneficial as well 

• additional volunteer help should be welcomed so that working with students one-on-

one can be possible 

• providing hands on activities will aid in learning concepts  

• all facilities should be able to accommodate students with diverse needs.  

If there are multiple students with diverse needs, special programming could be beneficial to 

allow students to participate in programming uniquely tailored to them. 

Citing the Americans with Disabilities Act, providing services and engagement activities, 

regardless of members’ abilities or disabilities, is a major responsibility of the National FFA 

Organization (Armbruster, 2012). At the national level, for general events such as conference 

and conventions, National FFA employs a special needs specialist that will spend time 

communicating with the teacher, parent, or member prior to the event to gather information for 

accommodations. For competitive FFA events such as career and leadership development events, 

FFA has a different policy for each event. FFA is charged with providing accommodations that 
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provide a level playing field for all participants. These competition activities require more 

documentation and verification but is similar to the general events process where a lot of 

communication occurs. Some of the accommodations provided in the past include enlarged print, 

additional time, special transportation, staff read aloud, ASL interpreters, and allowing family 

members to be present in the room (Armbruster, 2012).  Not all members with IEPs receive 

accommodations at the national level (Armbruster, 2012). Open and early communication was 

cited as the most important aspect of providing opportunities to all FFA members, regardless of 

ability. It is important to note that communication between guardians, state leadership, FFA staff, 

advisors, and the members is essential to the success of members with diverse needs.   

Chapter Summary 

This chapter discussed the Theoretical Framework known as Ajzen’s Theory of Planned 

Behavior (1991) and how it will guide this study (see Figure 2.1). This theory illustrates that 

attitudes toward the behavior, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control contribute to 

our intentions and intentions predict our behavior. The chapter then discussed the history of 

legislation regarding students with diverse needs, teachers’ experiences of working with students 

with diverse needs in general education, the unique structure of the agricultural education model, 

teachers’ experiences working with students with diverse needs in the agricultural education 

classroom, and teachers’ experiences working with students with diverse needs in FFA.  

A review of this literature serves as a reminder that inclusion of students with diverse 

needs in all facets of education is required by law. Additionally, through a review of the unique 

structure of agricultural education, it can be noted that the three circles of the agricultural 

education model are equal and interconnected, meaning agricultural education is not complete 

without one of the three circles. There are challenges with incorporating students with diverse 
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needs in the general and agricultural education classroom. Additionally, there are challenges 

incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA and that need is recognized nationally. Because 

of this, it is important to highlight the experiences of agriculture teachers with incorporating 

students with diverse needs in FFA. 
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CHAPTER III 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to explain how this study, focused on teacher experiences 

incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA, was designed and implemented. In order to 

gain better understanding of the experiences of agricultural educators regarding the incorporation 

of students with diverse needs in FFA, a qualitative approach was employed. Qualitative 

research empowers individuals to share their stories and challenges researchers to assign 

meaning to them (Creswell et al., 2018). Qualitative researchers study things in their natural 

settings, interpreting things in terms of the meaning people assign to them (Denzin et al., 2011). 

For this study, the stories of North Carolina high school-agriculture teachers were collected. 

Teachers were encouraged to share their stories as authentically as possible and meaning was 

assigned to these experiences by the researcher, which aligns with the principles of qualitive 

research. A requirement of qualitative research requires the researcher to position themselves 

within their research. This statement can be found within this chapter. 

More specifically, a phenomenological approach was utilized for this research. 

Phenomenological research focuses on the lived experiences of individuals and describes 

common meaning as it relates to a particular concept or phenomenon (Creswell et al., 2018). A 

rationale for the use of a phenomenological approach with this study, an overview of the pilot 

study for this research, details about participant selection, a summary of data collection 

procedures, data analysis details, and a description of trustworthiness criteria can also be found 

within this chapter. 

The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of North Carolina high school 

agriculture teachers as they relate to the phenomenon of including students with diverse needs in 
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FFA. The following research questions were utilized to carry out this purpose and guide this 

study: 

1. What motivates agriculture teachers to incorporate students with diverse needs in 

FFA? 

2. What inclusionary practices do agriculture teachers perceive as successful when 

encouraging the FFA participation of students with diverse needs? 

3. What are the perceived benefits of getting students with diverse needs involved in 

FFA? 

4. What are the challenges with incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA and 

how could these challenges be minimized in the future? 

Reflexivity Statement 

Creswell et al. (2018) emphasizes the need for researchers to position themselves within 

their qualitative research. Researchers are to share their background with readers so the reader is 

aware of how their background leads to their interpretation of the data collected. Readers have a 

desire and right to know why researchers are interested in the topic and what researchers will 

gain from research on this topic (Wolcott, 2010). This process of researchers sharing their 

positionality and removing themselves from the research is known as bracketing and is 

especially important in phenomenological research (Ary et al., 2017). The subjectivity of the 

researcher is described below: 

As a former student of agricultural education, a current student of agricultural teacher 

education, and a person passionate about the inclusion of people of with all levels of ability, the 

qualitative research I am completing is intended to gain understanding of the experiences of 

North Carolina high school agricultural educators on incorporating students with diverse needs in 
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FFA. FFA, or the National FFA Organization, formerly known as Future Farmers of America, is 

a dynamic, intracurricular leadership organization for middle and high school students enrolled 

in agricultural education. 

The agricultural education program is often illustrated by the three-circle model, which is 

essentially a Venn diagram of three equal sized, interlocking circles that illustrates the 

interconnectedness of classroom knowledge, experiential learning, and leadership development 

to the agricultural education program (Croom, 2008). The agricultural education program is not 

viewed as complete without each of the three circles of the three-circle model. Therefore, a 

student in agricultural education is not experiencing the complete program if they are not 

experiencing each circle. Through this research, identifying the factors contributing to teachers’ 

experiences, perhaps areas of need can be identified to increase participation of students with 

diverse needs in FFA.  

I grew up as the daughter of a teacher and a farmer. My parents are both passionate 

individuals who love what they do and strive to make the world a better place every day. They 

shared these passions with me from an early age, but it wasn’t until I took my first agricultural 

education course in high school that I found the perfect combination of those passions and my 

calling to become an agricultural educator.  

I became very involved in my high school’s agricultural education program, taking an 

agricultural education course every semester. I also became very involved with our chapter of the 

National FFA Organization. I was a chapter officer all four years of high school as well as a 

regional officer for three years. I competed in various leadership and career development events 

and attended countless conferences and conventions across the state and country. My time in 

FFA was culminated by my experience as a North Carolina FFA State Vice-President my 
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freshman year of college, representing the 20,000 FFA members across the State of North 

Carolina, and my earning of the American FFA Degree, the highest degree a student can earn in 

the National FFA Organization. Since my “retirement,” from the organization, I have served on 

various committees for program improvement, facilitated countless leadership workshops, and 

volunteered my time and money to the organization. I will forever be grateful for the lessons I 

learned, the experiences I had, and the people I met through my time in FFA. Because of these 

experiences and the impact of my incredible agricultural educator, I was inspired to attend North 

Carolina State University to study agricultural education. Following graduation in May of 2020, 

I was offered a graduate teaching assistantship and began pursuing my Master of Science in 

Agricultural Education at NC State. 

One experience I had in high school has particularly inspired my passion for including 

students with diverse needs. I was a teaching assistant for an Animal Science I class during my 

senior year. As a part of my responsibilities for the class, I was supposed to monitor students as 

they took care of the animals at our animal facility and assist students as needed with labs and 

assignments. It was during this class, I met a student who changed my perspective of people with 

diverse needs forever. At the time, he was a freshman with autism. I had to provide a lot of 

assistance to him as he easily got frustrated with labs and assignments, but I would watch his 

frustrations go away every time he got to work with the animals. This student and I became 

closer throughout his time in the class and as our FFA Chapter’s President, I began to invite him 

to our chapter’s FFA meetings and events. He became a very involved member of our FFA 

chapter and a friendship formed. During his time in FFA, this student competed in multiple 

career and leadership development events, attended state and national FFA conventions, and was 

a chapter officer for three years, culminating his experience as Vice President of the FFA chapter 
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during his Senior year. This student’s friendship helped me grow personally and inspired me to 

see all people beyond their disabilities and focus on the strengths of their abilities.  

During my state FFA officer year, it became very evident to me that there was a lack of 

students participating in FFA events that had diverse needs. When I consulted our state FFA 

advisor about this, he said that many teachers were not comfortable with including these types of 

students and therefore did not typically involve students with diverse needs.  

Additionally, during my time at NC State I took AEE 326, Teaching Diverse Learners in 

Agricultural Education. This course focused on policy and legislation relating to students with 

diverse needs that would affect us as future agriculture teachers as well as strategies for 

inclusion. As a final project for the course, we were given the task to plan and teach 

agriculturally based lessons to the students at the Governor Morehead School of the Blind. This 

experience solidified working with diverse populations in agricultural education as a passion of 

mine.  

As I reflect, it is clear that my friendship with that student, my experience with the lack 

of representation of students with diverse needs, and my coursework at NC State is what led me 

to pursue the inclusion of students with diverse needs in FFA as my main research interest. 

On the Clifton StrengthsFinder assessment, one of my greatest strengths is that I am an 

“includer,” meaning I tend to be very accepting of people and want everyone to feel as though 

they belong. I contribute this value to a significant portion of my identity, my Christian faith. 

According to my faith, Jesus calls us to love everyone. He is a radically inclusive deity who 

included people of all backgrounds during his time on earth. I strive to mirror His example every 

day. I believe this identity is mirrored in my research interest. 
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This study matters to me because I want all students, regardless of ability, to experience 

the same life changing experiences I, the student I met as a teaching assistant in Animal Science 

I, and thousands of other students have experienced as members of the National FFA 

Organization. I want teachers to feel comfortable including students with diverse needs and I 

believe this study could be a great initial step in the process of identifying strategies, methods, 

and resources for teachers to feel more comfortable.  I am motivated by students like my friend 

that I met in Animal Science I, and the idea that agricultural education is truly for everyone. My 

experience with that student from Animal Science I is a large part of what led me to become an 

agriculture teacher. Whenever I decide to enter the classroom, I want to have students of all 

ability levels in my classroom and represented in my FFA chapter. Not only have I dedicated my 

career as an educator to this idea, but I have also dedicated my time in graduate school to this 

idea as well. Much of my coursework revolved around topics in special education and 

agricultural education, focusing on their interconnectedness when possible. 

With this research project, I would be considered an “insider.” Because of my time as a 

State FFA Officer and my continued involvement with the organization on a state and national 

level, I know most of the agriculture teachers across the state of North Carolina and have a 

personal relationship with those I will be interviewing for my study. This could be considered 

both an advantage and disadvantage. This would be advantageous because I believe agriculture 

teachers will be more comfortable with me because they know who I am and know I am also a 

trained agricultural educator. However, this could be disadvantageous because some teachers 

could be less honest with me because of their inexperience with working with students who have 

diverse needs. 
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Because of my experience as a state FFA officer and my observations during that time I 

am assuming that many teachers do not include many students with diverse needs in FFA events. 

This assumption has been reinforced by the study from Johnson et al. finding many teachers feel 

least comfortable with including students with diverse needs in FFA events (2012). I am also 

bringing to this research the assumption that all teachers value FFA membership as represented 

in the three-circle model of agricultural education, when the fact of the matter is that many 

agricultural educators do not value all three circles equally. 

Out of this research, I expect to gain further insight into the factors contributing to the 

comfortability of agricultural educators including students with diverse needs at FFA events. I 

expect there to be common themes of background, education, and training between the 

individuals that will be interviewed. I also expect that the outcome of this study can help 

improve inclusionary practices within the local FFA chapter, as well as at the State and National 

level. 

Rationale for Phenomenology 

As stated in the introduction to this chapter, qualitative research is an umbrella term for a 

wide variety of different types of research. These different types of research all have certain 

attributes qualifying them as qualitative research. For the purpose of this study, the researcher 

took a phenomenological approach. Phenomenological research focuses on questions about the 

common human experience through the lens of a particular phenomenon (Ary et al., 2017; 

Creswell et al., 2018). A phenomenological study will focus on what all individuals have in 

common as they experience a particular phenomenon (Creswell et al., 2018).  

 According to Creswell et al. (2018), in phenomenology, the focus is on the essence of 

the universal experience itself, rather than individual experiences. Interviews are typically the 
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main form of data collection within phenomenology, as hearing responses from the individuals 

themselves is often a great way to gather the true experience (Creswell et al., 2018) 

In this study, the phenomenon in focus was the inclusion of students with diverse needs 

in FFA. Agriculture teachers are typically the gatekeepers of the FFA chapter, as they serve as 

FFA advisors. Without the support of an FFA advisor, it is virtually impossible to participate in 

FFA.  Because of this, it was decided by the researcher that the best way to explore the 

phenomenon of inclusivity of North Carolina FFA was through the experiences of the agriculture 

teacher.  

Research Design 

This study was designed using the conceptual framework of transcendental 

phenomenology. Transcendental phenomenology is focused less on the interpretation of the 

researcher and more on the experiences of the study participants (Moustakas, 2011). This 

framework from Moustakas (2011) requires researchers to identify the phenomenon to study, 

bracketing out the experiences of the researcher, and collecting data from several individuals 

who have experienced the phenomenon (Creswell et al., 2018). Data is then collected, 

transcribed, analyzed, and combined into common themes.  

According to Moustakas (2011), the next step is the transcendental phenomenological 

reduction. Through this process, each experience is considered individually, describing the 

phenomenon from a fresh perspective (Moustakas, 2011). Through the process of transcendental-

phenomenological reduction, a textural and structural description can be derived.  

A textural description describes the actual experiences of the researcher (Creswell et al., 

2018). Once the researcher has derived the textural description, the researcher will derive a 

structural description, or how the individual experienced the phenomenon through the 
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conditions, situations, and context of the situation (Creswell et al., 2018). Once the textural and 

structural descriptions have been determined, a combination of the descriptions is analyzed and 

utilized to determine the overall essence of the experience (Creswell, et al., 2018).  

This transcendental phenomenological study was conducted using interviews as its main 

source of data collection, with document analysis used to triangulate the data. This study was 

conducted with approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at NC State University to 

utilize human subjects within the study. This study (IRB Protocol 24498) was reviewed by IRB 

and approved as exempt on November 15, 2021.  

Participant Selection 

Purposive sampling was utilized for this study. Criterion sampling was utilized to select 

for North Carolina high school agriculture teachers who had experience incorporating students 

with diverse needs in FFA (Creswell et al., 2018). Purposive sampling has been found to be very 

beneficial in phenomenological studies because it is essential that all participants have 

experienced the same phenomenon (Creswell et al., 2018). Additionally, according to Creswell 

(2018), phenomenological studies typically reflect the experiences of no more than ten 

individuals. While purposive and criterion sampling were utilized, it was also important to the 

researcher to include maximum variation to factor multiple viewpoints of the experience (Ary et 

al., 2017). To achieve maximum variation, teachers were selected while stratifying to include 

teachers from different age groups, educational backgrounds, races, sexes, and geographies. 

In order to select teachers with the specific criteria of having experience with 

incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA that were also high school agriculture teachers 

in North Carolina, the instructor for AEE 326, Teaching Diverse Learners provided the 

researcher with a frame of teachers who had previously participated in a voluntary assignment 
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for undergraduate students in the course. This assignment required students to interview teachers 

about their experiences incorporating students with diverse needs in agricultural education. The 

researcher then took the sample frame and with the goal of maximum variation, selected eleven 

teachers varying in age, educational background, race, sex, and geography. The researcher’s 

committee approved these individuals and the researcher cross-checked these individuals’ names 

with the agricultural education regional coordinators in North Carolina to ensure they would 

meet the researcher’s sampling needs.  

Eleven agriculture teachers were contacted via email explaining the study, the value of 

their contribution, and what would be expected of them as a participant. While eleven teachers 

were originally selected and contacted via email, eight teachers responded to the email and 

agreed to participate. Keeping maximum variation in mind, North Carolina FFA has eight 

geographic regions. Of the eight regions, seven regions were represented. Additionally, four 

participants identified as male and four participants identified as female. Three different teacher 

preparatory institutions and a variety of age groups were reflected. One participant was an 

African American, while the other seven participants were white. While this is low in terms of 

racial diversity, this is reflective of agriculture teachers across North Carolina, as 88% of the 

agriculture teachers in North Carolina are white (Bledsoe, 2019). 

Pilot Study 

To determine if the study was feasible as well as to assess the appropriateness of the data 

collection methods, a pilot study of small sample size was conducted as a part of a course the 

researcher was taking on qualitative research methodology (Ary et al., 2017). To ensure that 

there was no overlap in participants from the pilot to the actual study, three teachers who had 

each left the profession for different reasons, but had experience incorporating students with 
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diverse needs in FFA, were selected and contacted about their participation in the pilot study. 

The pilot study consisted of interviews and document analysis of lesson plans with inclusionary 

practices and FFA meeting minutes. Collection of these materials was attempted. However, 

access to these documents was not granted by the agriculture teachers for various reasons. These 

documents were supposed to be analyzed for strategies of inclusion and insight into their 

experiences of working with students with diverse needs.  

Interviews were conducted and valuable insight was gained through the perspectives of 

those teachers. The phrasing of a few questions were changed to ensure clarity. Additionally, 

rather than triangulating data through the original plan for document analysis, it was decided by 

the researcher and the committee that interview data could be triangulated through document 

analysis of North Carolina FFA policies and registration materials.  

Through the pilot study, this study was decided to be feasible and the data collection 

methods were deemed appropriate. Therefore, the researcher proceeded with the study, based on 

the feedback received from the pilot study. 

Data Collection 

Qualitative methods were utilized to collect data. The main method of data collection was 

interviews. Interviews were conducted via Zoom due to impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic as 

well as the increased flexibility Zoom offered the participants and the researcher. Additionally, 

Zoom has a built-in recording feature that the researcher utilized.  

Once participants responded to the initial invitation asking them to be a part of the study 

and completed the Google Form indicating they were aware of their rights as a participant, a 

follow-up email was sent to participants to select a time for an interview via Doodle poll. The 

Doodle poll had the researcher’s availability posted and participants could select a time that best 



   

48 
 

worked for them. Participants were reminded to not select a time during the school day in 

accordance with IRB protocol. Interviews were conducted over a six-week span from November 

of 2021 until January of 2022, between the hours of 9 AM and 6 PM, in accordance with the 

participants’ availability. 

Phenomenological studies are known for their use of interviews as a form of data 

collection (Creswell et al., 2018; Moustakas, 2011). The use of interviews as a form of data 

collection are advantageous when trying to collect large quantities of in-depth data in a short 

amount of time and gain insight into participants’ perspectives and lived experiences (Ary, 

2017). More specifically, a semi-structured interview technique was used to allow the researcher 

more flexibility in the questions asked, for clarification purposes or to probe for additional 

details (Ary, 2017). 

The interview guide utilized by the researcher was pilot tested and revised based on 

feedback from the pilot study participants. The revised interview guide was then submitted for 

IRB approval and approved for use on November 15, 2021. 

Each participant was interviewed twice with two weeks between each interview. This is 

in accordance with phenomenological research guidelines and allowed for reflection on the 

researcher’s part to ask any clarifying questions. The interview guide was divided into two 

sections, one section focused on teachers’ backgrounds and their experiences in the agricultural 

education classroom, and the other focused on teachers’ experiences within FFA. Each interview 

was eight questions in length, meaning in total, there were sixteen questions asked of each 

participant. Interviews ranged from twelve minutes in length to forty-eight minutes in length. 

The shortest total interview session with an individual participant was twenty-four minutes and 
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the longest was eighty-four minutes. Transcripts with both interviews combined ranged in total 

from 3,111 words to 10,439 words. 

Once an interview had concluded, the researcher transcribed the interview verbatim. The 

researcher also gave pseudonyms to each participant when transcribing the data as to protect 

participants’ anonymity. Once all interviews had been completed, the researcher coded the data, 

searching for common themes between interviews. For the credibility of the data collected, the 

researcher utilized member-checking procedures, sending participants their interview transcripts, 

as well as the common themes found through the coding process (Creswell et al., 2018). All 

participants approved their transcripts and the initial themes found. The interview guide can be 

found in Appendix A. 

Triangulation is utilized to investigate whether data collected via one method or 

instrument can confirm data using a different method or instrument (Ary, 2017). This study 

utilized methods triangulation by using document analysis to provide better evidence of the data 

collected through interviews. Document analysis focuses on text-based artifacts to provide 

insight on the subject matter (Ary, 2017). In the case of this study, interview findings were 

triangulated and verified through North Carolina FFA association policies and registration 

materials. These registration materials and policies can be found on the North Carolina FFA 

website and were printed, analyzed, and coded in a similar manner to the interview transcripts.  

Data Analysis 

After the first interview was conducted, the researcher began organizing the data. A 

document was created for each participant and observer comments were combined with the 

transcription of the interviews, once transcription was completed. While Zoom has a built-in 

transcription software, it proved to be inaccurate with some of the transcriptions. The researcher 
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ended up manually transcribing most interviews, which helped later in the coding process. 

Recorded interviews were watched and listened to multiple times to ensure accuracy of the 

transcripts. During the transcription process, any potentially identifying information was 

removed and all participants were assigned pseudonyms as to protect their identity, in 

accordance with the submitted IRB protocol (Creswell et al., 2018). 

Following the transcription process, the researcher began coding the data. Coding is a 

process that allows the researcher to categorize units of common occurrence within each 

individual data set (Ary, 2017). Originally the data was open coded, breaking down the data into 

manageable pieces for further analysis (Aya, 2017). Following the process of open coding, the 

data was axial coded, to allow for further connections to be made between data (Aya, 2017). 

Open and axial coding were completed on all sixteen transcripts, two for each of the eight 

participants. Specifically, the highlighting feature and the ability to create tables within the 

documents were helpful to the researcher in coding and assigning meaning to the data collected. 

This coding process allowed the researcher to determine central themes across data sets that 

defined the experiences of the participants in this study, thus, allowing the researcher to draw 

conclusions. 

Trustworthiness 

Credibility was addressed through member checks (Creswell et al., 2018). Member 

checking invites study participants to review the findings and interpretations and provide 

feedback (Creswell et al., 2018). Participants were emailed their individual transcripts as well as 

the themes that arose from the coding process. A sample email sent to participants can be found 

in Appendix B. Additionally, credibility was addressed through triangulating data through 

multiple data sources (Creswell et al., 2018). Using data from eight interviews as well as 
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document analysis provided additional credibility to the study. Another way credibility was 

addressed is by the researcher sharing their positionality with the reader (Creswell et al., 2018). 

This allows the reader to understand the lens from which the researcher views the study. The 

researcher’s committee chair also served as a sounding board for the researcher to debrief on any 

data collected and provide feedback during the research process (Creswell et al., 2018). This also 

improved credibility. 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter III contains details about the methodology and techniques that were used to 

explore the concept of teacher experiences with including students with diverse needs in FFA. A 

qualitative, transcendental phenomenological approach was used to examine this phenomenon of 

the inclusion of students with diverse needs in FFA. As a part of this approach, researcher 

subjectivity was addressed through a written statement. Agriculture teachers were selected 

because they are gatekeepers to the agricultural education program and the FFA chapter. 

Individual participants of the study were selected through purposive sampling, while accounting 

for maximum variation. Interviews were the main data source and they were conducted through a 

semi-structured interview approach. Data were triangulated using document analysis of North 

Carolina FFA policies and procedures. Data were collected and reported using common 

qualitative procedures of transcription and coding (Creswell, 2018). This data collection 

methodology led to the results and findings that will be found within Chapter IV.  
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CHAPTER IV 

Introduction 

For the 2019-2020 school year, 7.3 million students, or 14% of all students, ages 3 to 21, 

across the country, received services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA) (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021). In North Carolina specifically, for the 

same school year, 13.37% of students served by public education are receiving special education 

services (Pupils in membership being served by exceptional children’s programs, n.d.). The 

number of students served by IDEA services and special education programs continues to rise 

nationwide and state-wide (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021; Pupils in membership 

being served by exceptional children’s programs, n.d.).  

A number of studies have focused on students with diverse needs in the agricultural 

education classroom (Dormody, et al., 2006; Giffing, 2009; Greaud, 2021; Killingsworth, 2011; 

Ramage, 2021; Richardson, 2005; Stair, 2009; Stair et al., 2016; Stair et al., 2010; Teixeira et al., 

2020). However, based on what we know of the three-circle model of agricultural education, 

there is more to agricultural education than the classroom (Croom, 2008; What is Agricultural 

Education?, n.d.). There is a lack of research focused on students with diverse needs’ 

involvement with the other components of the three-circle model. With sharing the results of this 

study, the goal is to help provide understanding of teacher experiences working with students 

with diverse needs in the leadership development component of agricultural education, FFA. A 

description of these findings can be found within this chapter. 

Participant Descriptions 

Eight participants were purposefully selected to participate in this study. These 

participants were high school agriculture teachers in North Carolina who were identified as 
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having experience working with students with diverse needs, based on the frame provided by the 

instructor of AEE 323: Teaching Diverse Learners. Each participant was given a pseudonym by 

the researcher, in accordance with IRB protocol, to protect their confidentiality. The numbers 

and letters in parentheses found within the findings are a part of the researcher’s coding process 

and denote the pseudonym of the individual and the location of that quotation within the original 

transcript. A description of participants based on information provided throughout the study is 

included below. 

Ross (Ro) 

Ross is a seasoned agricultural educator, over the age of 50. Ross participated in 

agricultural education and FFA in high school and credits his mentor for his desire to become an 

agriculture teacher. Ross attended NC State University for his undergraduate degree, double 

majoring in agricultural education and animal science. Ross went on to receive his master’s 

degree in agricultural education as well. Ross took a leave from teaching to pursue a passion in 

the agriculture industry, but ultimately returned to teaching. Ross has experience teaching at 

three different high schools in North Carolina and his current school is unique in that most 

students have diverse needs. 

Phoebe (P) 

Phoebe is an agriculture teacher in her early forties with over fifteen years of teaching 

experience. She grew up outside of North Carolina and became involved with agricultural 

education and FFA in high school. She was a very involved FFA member and credits her 

agriculture teacher as her reason to want to become an agriculture teacher herself. She pursued 

an undergraduate degree in general agriculture from a university outside of the state of North 

Carolina. Upon graduation, she took a job caring for animals, which she credits for her 
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understanding of individualized plans. She eventually returned to school to earn her master’s in 

agricultural education and has taught at multiple high schools both inside and outside of the state 

of North Carolina. 

Monica (M) 

Monica is an agriculture teacher in her early forties with over fifteen years of teaching 

experience. She grew up in rural North Carolina and was involved in agricultural education and 

FFA in high school. She credits her experience meeting a faculty member in the agricultural 

education department while attending a camp at NC State University in high school as her 

reasoning for wanting to study agricultural education and become an agriculture teacher. Monica 

received her undergraduate degree from NC State University and went on to pursue a master’s 

degree. Monica has a passion for sharing resources and strategies with fellow teachers. 

Joey (J) 

Joey is an agriculture teacher in his mid to late twenties with less than five years of 

teaching experience. Joey was heavily involved in agricultural education and FFA during high 

school. He had a few agriculture teachers while in high school but credits his first agriculture 

teacher as a mentor in his life and the reason he wanted to become an agriculture teacher. Joey 

attended his local community college for two years before transferring to NC State University to 

receive his bachelor’s degree. Joey has a passion for working with students with diverse needs 

and is able to empathize with them as he has diverse needs himself. Joey had an IEP throughout 

his time in school and says that helped him understand the challenges his students with diverse 

needs face. 

Ben (B) 
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Ben is an agriculture teacher in his mid-twenties with less than five years of teaching 

experience. Ben has always had a passion for agriculture, raising most everything he consumed 

growing up. He always knew he wanted to be a teacher and once he took an agricultural 

education class in high school, he knew he wanted to be an agriculture teacher. Ben went on to 

pursue a bachelor’s degree in agricultural education from the University of Mount Olive. Ben 

has taught at two different high schools in North Carolina and does not remember having any 

experiences with students with diverse needs prior to becoming a teacher. 

Chandler (C) 

Chandler is an agriculture teacher in his early forties with over fifteen years of teaching 

experience. Chandler grew up in the county where he currently teaches. He was very active in 

agricultural education and FFA. His agriculture teacher played an important role in his life and 

inspired him to pursue an undergraduate degree in agricultural education from NC State 

University. He received a master’s degree in agricultural education as well. Chandler has taught 

at two schools, spending most of his career at his current school. Chandler is passionate about 

increasing all facets of diversity within his program. 

Regina (Re) 

Regina is an agriculture teacher in her mid to late twenties with less than five years of 

teaching experience. She took agricultural education classes in high school and became an FFA 

member but was not very involved. Originally, Regina wanted to pursue a career as a 

veterinarian and came to NC State University to pursue a degree in animal science. However, 

some difficulties she encountered while at NC State pushed her to reevaluate her major. She 

ended up changing her major to agricultural education and shared that her excitement for 

teaching came from her student teaching experience. Regina has been teaching at one school 
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since graduating from NC State. This school is in a very urban location and is very diverse, 

challenging her to view success of an agricultural education program differently than previously 

thought. 

Rachel (Ra) 

Rachel is an agriculture teacher in her late thirties who has been teaching for 

approximately fifteen years. Rachel grew up on her family’s farm and always knew she wanted 

to become some sort of teacher. Once she took agricultural education classes in high school, she 

discovered how her passion for agriculture and her desire to become a teacher could combine, so 

she decided to pursue an undergraduate degree in agricultural education from North Carolina 

State University. She also has a master’s degree in agricultural education. Rachel is passionate 

about building relationships and providing opportunities to students with diverse needs. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this study: 

1. What motivates agriculture teachers to incorporate students with diverse needs in 

FFA? 

2. What inclusionary practices do agriculture teachers perceive as successful when 

encouraging the FFA participation of students with diverse needs? 

3. What are the challenges with incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA and 

how could these challenges be minimized in the future? 

4. What are the perceived benefits of getting students with diverse needs involved in 

FFA? 
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Overview of Themes 

Semi-structured interviews were completed with eight North Carolina high school 

agriculture teachers about their experiences with students with diverse needs and their 

involvement with FFA. The researcher followed phenomenological data collection and analysis 

procedure. The researcher took notes as participants were interviewed. The researcher conducted 

all interviews via Zoom and utilized the recording feature for transcription purposes. At the 

conclusion of each interview, the interviews were transcribed. Once all interviews were 

complete, the researcher open-coded and axial coded the transcripts. As a result of this coding 

process, themes were identified. These themes are included below: 

1. The Value of Previous Experience 

a. Agricultural Education/FFA 

b. Working with Students with Diverse Needs Prior to Teaching or in Previous 

Positions 

c. Personal Experience 

2. The Value of Relationship Building 

a. With Students 

b. With Fellow Educators 

c. With Parents 

3. The Need for Training 

a. In-service training 

b. Pre-service training 

4. Challenges with Competition 

5. Building a Positive Community through Inclusion 
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Research Question 1: What motivates agriculture teachers to incorporate students with 

diverse needs in FFA? 

Theme 1: The Value of Previous Experience 

Each of the eight study participants had different backgrounds and varied paths that led 

them to become agricultural educators, but one commonality amongst their responses was 

previous experience. Each individual indicated prior involvement with agricultural education and 

FFA. Five of the eight participants indicated previous experience working with students with 

diverse needs either before they became a teacher or in previous teaching roles. Additionally, one 

individual indicated that having a disability himself allowed him to empathize with his students. 

Agricultural Education/FFA 

Each participant spoke about their experiences within agricultural education and FFA 

before they began studying to become an agriculture teacher. While each participant’s 

involvement was varied, they all passionately discussed the impact those experiences had on 

their personal commitment to becoming an inclusive agricultural education instructor. 

Rachel was an involved agricultural education student in high school that truly 

appreciated the three-circle model of agricultural education. Her experience as a part of 

agricultural education in high school is what led her to want to pursue a career as an agricultural 

educator. She shared: 

“I was an active FFA member all four years of high school, and so I was an officer, I was 
on career development event teams… I took advantage really, of the whole three ring 
model, like I had an active SAE, I was very active in my chapter, and so after that 
experience that's kind of really what made me decide to go into ag ed myself.” (Ra1) 
 
Rachel’s desire to teach didn’t just come from her agricultural education experience. This 

desire that she possessed to teach was one she always had, she just wasn’t sure of the subject 

area. Rachel explained: 
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“I knew I wanted to be a teacher, I just wasn't sure what kind of teacher I wanted to be 
but, when I started taking horticulture, I was really thinking, I was going to go more of 
the horticulture route, but then it was like “Oh my gosh, I can be an ag teacher and do 
both of those things,” and so that's kind of how I ended up where I am.” (Ra1) 

 
Like Rachel, Ben always knew he wanted to be a teacher. He just never knew what 

subject area or grade level he wanted to teach. He knew he loved farming and growing his own 

food as a hobby. It wasn’t until he was in high school and took his first agriculture class that the 

pieces started to fit together. He stated:  

“So, they always told me to choose something, or a career that wouldn't be like I was 
working so, ever since I was a kid I enjoyed being on the farm, I enjoyed working with 
animals and raising stuff, so I decided that agriculture education would be the path. I 
always knew I wanted to be a teacher. I just didn't know what kind, so each grade I went 
through I was like, “Ooh, I want to teach this grade, then I went to the next one, ooh, I 
want to teach this grade,” but whenever I got to high school and took my first ag class I 
was like, “Well, this is it,” so that's how, that's why I'm here now.” (B1) 

 
Joey’s first class he took in high school was an agriculture class, and he credits his 

agriculture teacher as one of the greatest influences in his life. From the moment Joey entered his 

class, they formed a unique bond. He shared, “I know I was only one of them kids like whenever 

he needed to go do something, he would throw me an FFA jacket, I would hop in his truck and 

we would go.” (J1) Originally wanting to pursue opportunities elsewhere in the agriculture 

industry, he credits his agriculture teacher as the reason he decided to become an agriculture 

teacher himself. Joey elaborated: 

“He just went above and beyond. He would come to my house to make SAE visits and he 
was just… He made a big influence on me and then my senior of high school, because 
originally I had no thoughts of wanting to do anything ag ed, and I was wanting to go to 
NC State for poultry science, and I was you know, I just remember one night I was 
coming back from coon hunting, and I got through the door and I told my parents, “I 
want to be an ag teacher,” and they're like “What?” “Well,” I said, “I know it's crazy, but 
I said I want to be an ag teacher,” I said, “My ag teacher made a difference on me.” (J2) 

 
Chandler was very active in his FFA chapter. He shared about his officer positions and 

the numerous career development events he competed in. He also shared that he had received the 
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highest honor that an FFA member can receive, bestowed to less than 1% of FFA members, the 

American FFA Degree. However, he also made sure to highlight the importance of his 

agriculture teacher in getting him to where he is now. When reflecting on the impact of his ag 

teacher, he commented: 

“He was really good at getting people who normally might be a little hesitant to compete 
in an event or to go on a trip, to do it… I was really shy, quiet kid and so, he kind of got 
me a little more outgoing and got me involved doing some things, so that's what 
motivated me to go into teaching ag.” (C1) 
 
Ross was the oldest agricultural educator that was interviewed, however he still reflected 

fondly on his FFA experiences. He shared about a particular mentor in his life that was an 

agriculture teacher. However, he specifically shared about winning awards through FFA. He 

stated: 

"Okay, I took FFA or agriculture in high school… two years. And my senior year, I was 
on the dairy judging team, and we won the state contest and I placed third in the state. I 
also filled out the proficiency for farm electrification. I was the district winner … and I 
got a chance to go to the State. I think Duke Power was sponsoring and at the end, they 
gave everybody a meal at the State Convention, so that was my FFA involvement in high 
school.” (Ro1) 

 
Similar to Ross, Phoebe shared about the impact of FFA. Phoebe did not go to high 

school in North Carolina, however, she echoed similar experiences of the impact FFA had on her 

life, having opportunities to compete and win through FFA, as well as earn certifications. She 

mentioned: 

“I was a FFA Member in high school for four years, so I was an active FFA member. I 
did creed speaking, won that for the state, did the invitational back before there was a 
creed speaking national contest. I did Ag Sales. We certified as veterinary assistants 
through the local Veterinary Medical Association, so I was a very engaged member in 
high school.” (P1) 
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Regina was originally attracted to agricultural education classes because she wanted to 

pursue a career as a veterinarian. The animal science curriculum and the opportunity to 

participate in events related to her potential future career attracted her to FFA. She offered: 

“My senior year, my teacher wanted to do a vet science team and so she came to me and 
recruited me, and that was my first like CDE competition that we did, because also, since 
we were just a one teacher program, we didn’t do a whole lot in the FFA as far as 
competitions because she had a lot on her plate anyways, having to do everything by 
herself. So that was my first competition and that…I loved it. It was fun. It was difficult 
because that vet science curriculum… it was math in there and I was like, “Oh my 
gosh.”” (R2) 
 
Regina’s plans to become a veterinarian were shifted once she arrived at NC State and 

took some difficult classes. Realizing she needed to graduate in four years, she hesitantly 

changed her major to agricultural education. Not wanting to be like her own agriculture teacher, 

she was able to develop into the teacher she wanted to be during her time as a student. 

Similar to Regina, Monica didn’t have the greatest agricultural education experience in 

high school. Monica added: 

“We were not encouraged to do a whole lot. Our chapter was not very active at that time. 
We had a couple of kids that got to do dairy judging, but it was kind of like a chosen few, 
that got to participate in activities. My senior year, I did start a hunter’s safety team and I 
also participated in Envirothon. We had a new ag teacher and he was trying to get some 
things going, but it was very, very limited.” (M1) 
 
However, thanks to the mentorship of an agricultural education faculty member who was 

a part of a camp she attended, she decided she wanted to pursue a career as an agriculture 

teacher. Now her mission as an agriculture teacher is to provide a diverse array of FFA activities 

to all of her students, not just a select few. She further explained: 

“My experience was very limited compared to what I hope that we're able to offer our 
students and some of the goals that I set out to provide opportunities for kids. I’ve told 
my students before that we pretty much did two things that I remember as an FFA 
chapter. We did a picnic in the spring and then we went to the State Fair in the fall, and 
that was it, and there's just so much more that FFA and ag ed can offer students.” (M1) 
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Working with Students with Diverse Needs Prior to Teaching or in Previous Positions 

Another aspect of previous experience that was indicated by five of the eight participants 

in the study was previous experience working with students with diverse needs. This previous 

experience could have been professional experiences at different schools, in completely different 

careers, or even growing up. Some excerpts of these experiences participants are found below. 

As stated previously, Ross was the most experienced agricultural educator that was 

interviewed. He currently teaches at a school where the majority of students have IEPs. He 

mentioned the perspective change and value of a particular experience he had while in college: 

“Whenever I was in a student organization in college, we went over and did some 
volunteer work at the blind school. So, I remember… my impression of the blind school 
was people over there, they was all blind.  But we went over there and they was playing 
basketball. And so, I didn’t know…See? That’s how ignorant I was about it, was you 
know people can be defined as blind, but not be totally blind. They can still see some, 
you know? So that was my little revelation on going over there as far as the special needs 
children.” (Ro4) 
 
He also mentioned the value of experiences he had in other teaching positions. While 

waiting to renew his teaching license when he transitioned back to the classroom after his career 

in the agriculture industry, he worked as a substitute teacher. A lot of the positions he would take 

as a substitute teacher were positions in the exceptional children’s department. Once he went 

back into the classroom at another school, before he moved to his current school, he had a strong 

relationship with the exceptional children’s department, as he would continuously volunteer to 

sit on IEP committees. That led to the development of his knowledge of students with IEPs. He 

shared this about his experience: 

“Whenever they had an IEP, and had a parent and all come in, they had to have a regular 
classroom teacher as a part of their group. They’re required to have a regular classroom 
teacher and so, whenever I volunteered to do that, I became familiar with the plans and 
how they worked.” 
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Like Ross, Phoebe also spent some time in a career outside of education. Before teaching, 

she worked as a zookeeper. She believes her career as a zookeeper actually helped in working 

with students with diverse needs, “Before I became a teacher, I was actually a zookeeper, so I 

understood individual plans, but they were for animals.” (P3) She also explained how important 

her experience in a previous teaching position was to her development as an inclusive 

agricultural educator. She spoke of the value a mentor and administrator had in this 

development: 

“I had a kick-butt mentor in my first three years. I still call my wise owl if I have 
questions. But I had a really good mentor at my first school that really worked with me to 
understand and at my last school I had a really good principal when it came to special ed, 
so I learned a lot.” (P5) 
 
Regina remembers a particular student in her own Animal Science classes that she took in 

high school that she believes was her first exposure to a student with diverse needs. She 

remembers a few of the accommodations and modifications he received, but she was not aware 

of the full scope of his needs. She shared: 

“I remember in my animal science classes, we had a student with special needs, and I 
remember him being in there and like, looking back now as a teacher, it's like, he 
definitely… he had a lot of physical and cognitive needs there… He kind did his thing. 
He had an aid in the classroom. He had some like, behavioral issues mixed in there, 
where he couldn't necessarily manage his behavior the way that he needed to. But he was 
always in the class. He was sweet, it was just, it was obvious that he was different.” (Re7) 
 
While that was Regina’s first experience with an individual with diverse needs, her SAE 

project is what really made an impact on her inclusive teaching practices. Her SAE project for 

her junior and senior years was a placement SAE where she worked at a local equine therapy 

barn. She would spend time after school mucking stalls and leading horses. She further 

elaborated saying: 

“We had all sorts of people coming out there, and that was like really my first 
introduction to working with people with diverse needs, and I didn't really think much of 
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it like, then, but, looking back now, it was amazing to be able to do, and to be able to get 
the experience and to like help and figure out how to how to help all these people with 
different needs.” (Re7) 
 
Rachel explained that when she was going through school, she was never exposed to 

students with diverse needs. She knew where the classroom was for students with diverse needs, 

but she never had the opportunity to interact with these students. However, having a family 

member with a diverse need made her aware of the educational needs of these students, “You 

know, I have a family member that is schizophrenic and so, you know, bipolar so we, as a family 

have dealt with, you know, someone who has special needs.” (Ra3) 

Similarly, Monica also had a family member with special needs. Because of her 

experiences with this family member, she was aware of existing plans as well as modifications 

and accommodations. Her experience with her family member helped shape her perception of 

these students and helped develop her philosophy for how to focus on students’ strengths as a 

teacher. She elaborated: 

“…In the back of my mind, I knew that that these 504… or these modifications were 
occurring, but it was always done in a way that it wasn't glaringly obvious, or that would 
embarrass a kid for having to have something different. I have a first cousin who was 
born as a micro-preemie, and he had had an IEP throughout school, and watching things 
and seeing how his mind worked, and things that he was able to grasp versus someone 
who, like his older brothers, who were very driven… I love Temple Grandin’s quote… 
“I'm not less,” you know, that we all have our own individual strengths that we bring to 
the table, and I've always felt that way about students that have those diverse needs, that 
it's just figuring out what that strength is so that we can capitalize.” (M4) 
 

Personal Experience 

Joey brought a unique perspective to the study. Having diverse needs himself, he was 

able to speak first-hand of the challenges he encountered relating to his IEP. “I had an IEP going 

through high school and mine was for vision, ‘cause without my glasses I’m almost legally blind 

in my left eye and so, you know, I always had to be in the front of the classroom, about the 
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center, where I could see whatever was on the board,” (J6). He shared that his agriculture 

teachers were always accommodating, but some other teachers were not. He recalled an instance 

where he told a general education teacher that he was struggling to see the board and she told 

him to just look out the window, treating him as if he was lying.  

Joey also suffered an injury while working one summer in college that affected his ability 

to use his hands. He recalls the struggle of returning to campus and relearning to use his hand, 

down to relearning how to button a shirt with limited use of his fingers. While this was a tough 

experience, Joey shared how it allowed him to better relate to a student with cerebral palsy 

during his student teaching experience. The student was trying to cut up paper and was growing 

extremely frustrated due to his inability to control his hands. He commented: 

“And I was telling him about what all happened to me, and I said, “Let me try it,” and I 
tried it, and I said, “How about you try it?” You know, him seeing that I struggled, but I 
still got it done encouraged him to do it, and he done it, and he did a good job… It has 
made me more knowledgeable on helping them students.” (J11) 

 
Research Question 2: What inclusionary practices do agriculture teachers perceive as 

successful when encouraging the FFA participation of students with diverse needs? 

Theme 2: The Value of Relationship Building 

No two agriculture teachers have the same FFA advising experience. While they all have 

the same mission, teachers will focus on different curricula areas, provide different opportunities 

for students, and compete in different events, among so many other differences. The eight 

participants, while all using inclusive practices, each employed distinct strategies and 

methodologies. However, there was one commonality among all their responses which was the 

emphasis placed on relationship building. Some explicitly identified this as a strategy while 

others shared stories that showed how these relationships were built. 
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When including students with diverse needs, participants spoke of multiple relationships 

needing to be built for success, including the individual students, fellow educators, and with 

parents. Chandler shared about the value of relationship building as a whole when he shared the 

strategy of “building rapport and trust with stakeholders, parents… I’ve got some that do stuff 

‘cause I had their older brother or sister, so we build up that relationship there,” (C8).  

Relationship Building with Students 

Monica is passionate about the idea of fostering relationships with students. Not only 

does she see its professional value, but she desires to get to know her students personally. “I 

want to form a bond or relationship with them, to encourage them to go after their career dreams 

and goals,” she shared (M3). 

Monica recognizes that teaching agricultural education places her in a unique position. 

She might be able to see a student who struggles in other areas, succeed in FFA. She strives to 

get to know her students for who they are as individuals, beyond their disabilities. She offered 

this about the benefits of having a student with diverse needs in FFA: 

“…giving a student confidence and something to be proud of, is so empowering to them. 
Being able to build relationships with students who may not excel in the classroom, or in 
other courses in our building… They may do fabulous for us, but not elsewhere. I think 
that FFA provides us that opportunity to get to know this student as an individual and 
learn more about the pieces that work and don't work. I think it's a valuable tool that 
benefits beyond the contest, beyond the experience that's at hand.” (M8) 

 
Rachel has had many students with diverse needs participate in FFA events above the 

chapter level. She shared numerous great strategies for inclusion, including establishing class 

officers and encouraging participation in contests based on students’ strengths. However, she 

explained all of her strategies and inclusion efforts came back to the same idea, the value of 

building rapport and relationships with all students, but especially students with diverse needs: 
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“I think you build the rapport with them on the chapter level and then that makes them 
feel comfortable enough to go on other field trips or opportunities at the, like I said, the 
federation level, the state level and even, you know, potentially attending National 
Convention…. So I think just building that foundation then sets them up to say, “Okay 
well, if I can do this in class, then I can, you know, participate in these activities on a 
federation, where I do feel comfortable enough to go with Ms. Rachel to state Convention 
and those types of things,” so I think, once again it all comes back to the relationship and 
how you know your students.” (Ra8) 
 
Building relationships was also important to Regina, but her greatest strategy is 

persistence in attempting to build those relationships. She spoke of the value of individually 

inviting students to participate, not just providing a blanket invitation for students. She explained 

her strategy for including students with diverse needs in FFA:  

“And then just like relationships, of like knowing my students, being like “Hey, why 
don't you like come for the holiday party we're having tomorrow?” like “Sugar cookies. 
You should come decorate sugar cookies with us.” Um, and that was how we worked on 
like, building our FFA up. Every year it's gotten better and it's gotten bigger, and I'm just 
like, “Let's get going!” (Re4) 

 
Chandler recognized that sometimes relationship building can be hard, especially when 

students may have been difficult to deal with at times. He echoed Regina’s idea of being 

persistent with students and never giving up on them. This idea of persistence was especially 

amplified when getting students to compete in CDEs and LDEs. He mentioned: 

“That’s one of the things I tell new teachers is don't hold grudges against kids. Yeah, they 
might have been a little turd their first year… You know, don't give up, be very 
persistent. You know, sometimes…actually, you know what's better for the kid than they 
actually do. If you’ve got a freshman… that’s reluctant about doing Creed, sometimes 
you just need to talk them into, you know, because you know it would be good for ‘em. 
Yeah, you just, sometimes you have to be the one that identifies, you know, “I think this 
person could really do well in this and could be something that could impact them in a 
positive way,” even if they initially don't see it.” (C11) 
 

With Fellow Educators 

While educating students in their least restrictive environments is the common practice in 

education today, special education instructors are still necessary for the support of students with 
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diverse needs. Many participants in this study shared the importance in building relationships 

with these teachers to best support students with diverse needs. Special educators provided 

valuable insight, helped students accomplish their goals, and even assisted some teachers with 

FFA activities. 

Joey has a significant number of students with IEPs, 504s, and who are considered OCS. 

He shared in detail the needs these students have ranging from physical, cognitive, and emotional 

disabilities. He joked about his relationship with the OCS teachers at his school, “…The OCS 

teachers here, they kind of nicknamed me the unofficial OCS teacher, because I get a lot of OCS 

students.” (J7) 

Phoebe discussed the challenges she faces with accountability of students with diverse 

needs, not knowing what to hold them accountable for at times. In those instances, she defers to 

the relationships she has built with EC teachers. The relationships she has built also allow her to 

be a leader in the agricultural education profession and support other agriculture teachers. She 

added: 

“And then my hardest thing is, what can I hold them accountable for sometimes? And I 
have a good relationship with all of the special ed teachers. But there's ones that I can 
call, and be like “What in the heck?” Well, on one of the days we were off, I was helping 
another teacher, ag teacher, she came to school and I looked at an IEP she was confused 
about because she was kind of taking over the student, and I was like, “This is a shit 
IEP,” and I called up one of my EC friends and said, “I need to put you on speaker phone 
and we need help.” I just knew it wasn't a well written IEP, so I guess part of it is just 
maybe instinct and you try and do what's best for the kid, and you ask questions. And a 
lot of questions, and that's what's important because each kid’s individualized. That's 
literally what an IEP is.” (P5) 
 
Rachel has had students with diverse needs participate in a variety of events above the 

chapter level including North Carolina FFA MEGA Conference, State Leadership Conference, 

FFA Camp, and National FFA Convention. However, one of her favorite events is an event held 

at the local level called Agriculture Day, where the FFA chapter hosts all of the third graders in 
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the county, sharing about different topics in agriculture through fun and engaging stations. She 

wants EC students to be able to participate in this event, so she relies on the EC teachers to make 

sure students with diverse needs can be involved. She stated, “and even for my severe students, 

we have such a great working relationship with the EC department, we will pair an EC teacher 

with those kids so that they can also be a part of ag day and help as well.” (Ra9) 

Rachel also shared that the region in which she teaches is working to develop a career 

development event strictly for OCS students. She shared her excitement for this event and how 

the relationships built between the agriculture program and EC department will help encourage 

student success: 

“And then, it allows me to work with the EC teacher, because you know I went to the EC 
teacher and I'm like, “Okay, this is what we're going to be doing in the spring. These are 
the kids we have. This is what that competition is going to look like,” and they are on 
board, because they want their kids to be successful, so not only do you have me working 
with them, now, I have the EC teacher working with them to help train a career 
development event team.” (Ra6) 
 
 These relationships built with other teachers are for the benefit of students and 

sometimes extend beyond academics. Ross shared of an instance where relationship building 

allowed a few students to achieve a goal they set outside of the FFA and agricultural education 

realm, but was important to the students’ personal growth. Ross learned of a few students at his 

school who were deaf, and while they were of age, had not received their driver’s license. He 

explained about the team effort that resulted for these students to receive their license: 

“But I had a few boys that hadn’t gotten their permit, and so I found out about that and I 
was just livid about it. They tried, I think they had tried, but they hadn’t, just the fact 
nobody had worked with them on it, and so whenever I got, whenever the OCS teacher 
up in the other building, she got light of it, she sort of got a little more interested in it, but 
I started taking my class time every day pulling up those sample questions and having 
them to go through those sample questions that’s on the driver’s test for their permit, and 
so, before it was over with they took them over there… I didn’t, the OCS teacher took 
them over there and of course the interpreter went and signed the test for them and they 
got their permit.” (Ro9) 
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Relationship Building with Parents 

A legally required part of an Individualized Education Program is parental involvement. 

Therefore, parents of students with diverse needs are typically very involved in the education of 

their children. Because of their increased involvement, an important component of relationship 

that should be built and maintained by the agriculture teacher is the relationship with the parents. 

This relationship can ease the concerns of parents and allow students the opportunity to 

participate in more FFA activities. 

Chandler shared of the sometimes-negative consequences parents can have on students 

with diverse needs’ involvement in participating in events. This is often parent reluctance for 

student participation. However, he emphasized the value of relationship building to alleviate 

parent fears and allow for student participation: 

“That’s, I’d say that's probably a hindrance too. You know, it’s just a lot of hesitancy, 
you know, especially after COVID, but even before that, you know, you try to build that 
rapport with parents and students to get them to trust you to take them, or you know, 
going to a Raleigh or Greensboro so…” (C8) 
 
Phoebe shared similar concerns to Chandler. She mentioned that gaining parental support 

can be difficult, but she also shared about positive results that can occur when parents are 

brought into the decision-making process and allow their students to participate in FFA 

activities:  

“And sometimes parent buy-in can be more difficult, because some of these students 
are… they’re the ones that are never active in anything. But I did see one of my parents at 
church on Sunday, and he was praising, because his daughter went on a field trip with us. 
He was like, “Your kids were so nice. She didn’t have gloves and they lent her some,” 
and it’s like, “Well yeah, because she's awesome! She's fun to have in class um, so in that 
case I have parent buy-in but, in other cases, it might be more difficult, to get that parent 
buy-in too.” (P8) 
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Research Question 3: What are the challenges with incorporating students with diverse 

needs in FFA and how could these challenges be minimized in the future? 

Theme 3: The Need for Training 

The need for training for teachers about incorporating students with diverse needs in 

agricultural education is a concept that was highlighted in the literature review and was 

emphasized through the themes of this study. The preparation experiences of the participants 

varied by individual. Some had received no instruction at all on working with students with 

diverse needs, while others had received some. A couple of the younger teachers noted the value 

of a course they had taken at NC State, AEE 326: Teaching Diverse Learners. However, every 

teacher mentioned a need for in-service training about working with students who have diverse 

needs and no teacher shared of any type of training related to the incorporation of students with 

diverse needs in FFA. 

Phoebe was very blunt when sharing of her lack of training. While she is very 

knowledgeable on teaching students with diverse needs, she is mostly self-taught. When asked 

about the coursework she had received, she stated: 

“As it relates to ag nothing… I just didn’t… my master’s was in ag ed. I don't even think 
I took a special ed class for my master's. I had one special ed class to get my teaching 
certification.” (P5) 
 
Rachel noted that the idea of students with diverse needs in agricultural education had 

been talked about more in recent years, but never formally addressed. She hesitantly said: 

“I hate to say this, but I really think that there is a lack of training for agriculture teachers 
and students with special needs. I mean I think it gets talked about, but maybe in the last 
couple of years, more so probably than… in the 16 years that I've been teaching.” (Ra5) 
 
Ben shared of a particular class he took while receiving his undergraduate degree. He 

explained: 
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“They told us how to do it, so much for regular assignments, but as for ag, we didn't have 
anything… We didn't focus on modifications too much in ag. It was so much the teaching 
part and the knowledge part, making sure that you're knowledgeable in the area.” (B4) 
 
When asked a follow up question about any in-service training he had received 

specifically related to agricultural education or FFA, Ben simply shook his head, indicating he 

had never received any training (B4).  

Chandler shared that he never had much training at all about working with students with 

diverse needs. Learning to teach students with diverse needs was more of a process for him. 

When asked about his training related to working with students with diverse needs, he 

responded: 

“I’m going to be honest with you, I don't really recall receiving much instruction on that. 
Um, to be honest with you, going through college, um, you know, I do remember one 
day, my professor, he, like flew off the handle and threw an eraser at one person, and 
said, “What are you going to do when you have a student who has behavioral issues and 
you have to deal with that?” And we’re like, “Whoa.” Um but yeah, not much to be 
honest with you. A lot of trial and error, I hate to say. And ‘cause, you know each 
student’s different, even if they’ve got the same boxes checked off, each one is unique.” 
(C5) 

 
Monica’s formal training on working with students with diverse needs was also very 

limited. She shared her preparation experiences by stating:  

“In all honesty, in undergrad, I don't remember having any classes as an undergraduate 
student on anything about IEPs or 504s, and how to reach those modifications. In 
graduate school, because I do have my masters, one of our master’s classes was that we 
had to write out an IEP plan and go through the processes of a student… but I really don't 
remember anything from the Department of Ed or from Ag Ed that really highlighted 
those pieces…” (M6) 
 
Ross spoke of specific frustrations trying to serve students in his classes that are hearing 

impaired. While he was able to find some resources, he struggled to find others. He describes: 

“There’s nothing, no curriculum made for the deaf. You have to make it yourself, as far 
as like I’m saying, like I was explaining before… You just have to sort of find your way 
and what works and then go… DPI has a few, but you just have to pick them out. As far 
as ag education, most of ours is pretty much standard ag education in-service…” (R10) 



   

73 
 

 
Joey graduated from NC State and reiterated the impact AEE 326: Teaching Diverse 

Learners had in preparing him to teach. He believes his experience in the class prepared him to 

teach diverse learners better than most other teachers. An experiential portion of the class 

allowed students to plan and execute lessons at the Durham Reality Center, a center for adults 

with disabilities, and the Governor Morehead School for the Blind. Joey shared: 

“I’ll have to give her a lot of credit for this… Dr. Morgan, her diverse learners class was 
a major, major help, you know for me. I mean, I always enjoyed her class and I know 
when we went to the Reality Center and all that, that was the biggest help and really, like 
when I got here to my school system and like I started work, and even when I was student 
teaching, people was amazed on how much I knew on how to accommodate kids’ needs. 
And they's like, “Well, how do you know all this stuff? and I was like, “Well, I got taught 
about it in college,” and they're like “Well, we didn't get taught this,” and I said, “Well I 
did, it was in Dr. Morgan's diverse learners class.” (J10) 
 
While he noted the importance of this course in his development as a teacher of students 

with diverse needs, he did mention a few things he wished he had more guidance on. Setting up 

tools used in class differently was one thing in particular, “Maybe I could set up this tool this 

way for this kid to use,” he said (J18). He also shared he is becoming “more aware on certain 

accommodations that I could do,” (J18). Additionally, Joey shared that he had received no in-

service training about teaching students with diverse needs: 

“So, as far as like stuff here, we've been very like limited… But as far as, like you know, 
accommodating students’ needs about, you know, like, “How would you modify an 
assignment?” or anything like that, we have not had any training…” (J10) 
 
Like Joey, Regina also mentioned how much she enjoyed and appreciated taking AEE 

326: Teaching Diverse Learners. The experiential component of the class was especially 

meaningful to her: 

“Um so, as far as pre-service, I had Dr. Morgan's diverse learners class, which I just I 
love. I remember, we went out to the Governor's School… My cousin-in-law, he's blind 
and he was actually there when I was taking that class and so we got to go and see him 
and do all these different things. Then we went… I can’t remember what it was called, 
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but it was like, it was for adults with special needs, and we did different lessons. I loved 
that class… That was a really, really, really good class." (Re9) 
 
Despite looking for in-service training and continuing education courses on working with 

diverse learners, Regina was unable to find these courses. Regina also noted that she had never 

had any instruction on how to work with diverse learners as it relates to the entire three-circle 

model: 

“…I feel like I haven't seen a lot of specific diverse learner needs in ag education 
workshops, but across the board, I also haven't seen a ton of working with diverse 
learners in education at all. A lot honestly, a lot of like the professional development I get 
stuck having to attend, it's just like, it's pointless. It's not really anything in particular, and 
so…I wish there was more in general… I don't remember a lot of professional 
development for FFA or SAE. It's always like how to help them in the classroom.” 
(Re10) 
 

Theme 4: Challenges with Competition 

Career and Leadership Development Events (CDEs and LDEs) are competitive events 

where students can showcase their agricultural knowledge and agricultural/leadership skills to 

the test, competing against other students from other FFA chapters. These CDEs and LDEs are 

often some individuals’ favorite parts of FFA, but are also by nature very competitive. The 

inclusion of students with diverse needs in this high-pressure environment comes with numerous 

challenges as shared by the participants. 

Chandler shared about his experiences with students with diverse needs competing in 

CDEs and LDEs. While his experience was limited with having students with diverse needs 

compete in these events, it was something he considered himself open to. He described a 

competitive pressure that might deter FFA advisors from involving students with diverse needs. 

He commented: 

“Um, I'd say probably a lot of teachers are hesitant to bring a kid that has IEPs to a CDE 
event, that mindset, “If you're not first, you're last,” so to speak.” (C8) 
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Based on the response from Joey, the competitive culture stems from the top down. Joey 

shared the story of a student that wanted to compete in a Career Development Event but had 

recently been diagnosed with a health condition that could cause him to faint. Because of the 

student learning how to live with this newly developed condition, medical professionals had 

determined that for him to compete and go on this trip, Joey needed to be within sight distance of 

the student. Joey emailed the individual in charge of the event to work out this accommodation 

so the student could compete. He shared this about the experience: 

“I emailed him and he's like, “Well I don't know about this,” and he said, “Let me see 
what I can do,” and like the student’s family was like super involved, wanting updates 
and all that. I said, “Well, he don’t know about it,” and you know, “He's trying to find out 
some stuff,” and where that response weren't that quick, they already reached out to the 
specialist for the school system. They reached out to a lawyer, and they was wanting to 
file a case against the North Carolina FFA, because there for a while… someone in 
leadership said, when I talked to them about it, “Well you need to do whatever you can to 
make sure that youngin’ don’t go.” And I said “well, no, if he wants to go, he's gonna be 
there. We’re going to have to work something else out,” and I tell them I said, “You 
know, given the situation, this family's already talking about legal charges, I think it's in 
everybody's best interest that we get him there. I sure as heck ain’t telling him he ain’t 
going on account of his situation…” So like that was a hurdle, but anyhow… you know, 
like accommodations… you know, it's easy to get accommodations like here 
regionalized, but like when it gets to state, especially state contest, that's when it gets a 
little tougher and the biggest thing is just trying to tell parents, sometimes… the state 
staff is not, they're not miracle workers.” (J17) 
 
A concern that Monica emphasized was that accommodations and modifications were not 

guaranteed to students with diverse needs. In the past, she has had students compete that have 

diverse needs and she has had their needs met in local and regional contests. However, at the 

state level, she told these students, “If you have a written test, you may have a modification in 

the classroom, but you may not receive that at modification at the state test,” (M8). She 

continued by explaining the positives to this situation as well as ways she helps these students 

with diverse needs prepare: 
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“Thankfully, a lot of FFA activities are skills based, and I think, from a contest 
standpoint, that is one of the benefits that we have because we're trying to enhance that 
skill set within that student. When we have students who struggle, maybe academically, 
that written test can be an issue, and I've wondered at what point in time, do we start 
making modifications on a state and national level…  just because I see that coming 
eventually. But then the other piece to that is, it’s neat to see kids rise to that challenge 
and working with kids… instead of “Hey, I need you to read this section,” or if we're 
doing parliamentary procedure, “Here's a set of study cards for you,” maybe it's, “Let's 
create a review game,” so that it's the same content but engaged in a different way, so that 
it's easier for that student to retain that information.” (M9) 
 
Ross shared his concerns for the potential of his students with hearing loss competing in 

the Livestock Evaluation CDE. A specific worry for these students was the potential of 

delivering oral reasons as to why they placed a particular set of livestock the way they did. While 

he has a background in livestock, he added: 

“It’s possible that we could do it and we’d have to be so aggressive to just start the 
competition, and then you’ve got reasons, you know, you’ve got that component of 
reasons to work out… and then as they will be giving reasons, you know they would have 
to have an interpreter to voice their reasons for the person who was taking them, so just 
working all that out.” 
 
Ben was excited about the potential of providing more competitive opportunities for 

students with diverse needs in FFA. His background was in plant science, so he used one of the 

plant science events as an example, providing more time to examine a plant during the plant 

identification portion of the event. He offered: 

“I we could have, like contests that were for diverse learners, that would be awesome, 
like where we follow their individualized educational plans fully, so instead of them, 
giving that, you know that one minute for one plant thing, we could kind of make 
something like for diverse learners to take a stab at, just so they'll have that experience.” 
(B7) 
 
Phoebe shared that in a previous state she had worked in she had seen competitive FFA 

events organized for students with diverse needs. She proposed the idea to organize one in her 

region at a regional teaching meeting. Other teachers were on board with this idea, including 

Rachel, who mentioned this example when discussing working with other EC teachers. Phoebe 
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stated, “We are working in {our} region to offer a CDE for our OCS students, so hopefully that 

helps bring more in,” (P6).  

Rachel reiterated Monica’s point of providing accommodations and modifications, but 

also expanded on Ben’s point of providing more opportunities to students with diverse needs. 

She wants to make sure that all students in agricultural education are experiencing all three 

circles of the agricultural education model to the fullest. She explained: 

“I think we just have to be mindful, and I really think moving forward in the future, we 
just need to make sure that we're meeting those needs for those students, whether it be 
you know, that extended time or that read aloud, or something like that, but I mean 
majority of our students are going to be successful, regardless. I'm talking about that… 
10% or less population of kiddos … What are some things that can be offered for them 
on their skill level or their IQ or, you know, what are some things that FFA could do, or 
what could we do… to help make them be successful? Like why couldn't they have… 
OCS or some type of… job interview CDE for those types of students? Because those are 
skills we pride ourselves on… preparing kids to go out into the real workplace. Well, 
those are skills that they're going to need, and it actually correlates with their graduation 
plan for them to get those work hours, so if they've gone and gotten these work hours, 
let's apply that and allow them to go through that interview process. I don't know… 
Those are just some things that… I think about because it's a small select few of 
occupational course of study kiddos.” 
 

Research Question 4: What are the perceived benefits of getting students with diverse 

needs involved in FFA? 

Theme 5: Building a Positive Community 

FFA is an organization seeking to better the leadership skills of the students involved. As 

a result of inclusive practices within an FFA chapter, students with diverse needs are able to fully 

experience the complete agricultural education program. This experience provides students with 

diverse needs the opportunity to experience the feeling of community, an opportunity they may 

have never previously had. The inclusion of students with diverse needs not only benefits the 

individual with diverse needs, but also benefits the community as a whole. Seven of the eight 

participants indicated that through their experiences with inclusion, they had seen FFA provide a 
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mutually beneficial sense of community, improving both the individual student with diverse 

needs and the agriculture program as a whole. 

Monica had explained previously that she believes involvement in FFA allowed students 

who might not thrive in other educational settings to have a place where they could succeed. She 

explained she believes being a part of FFA provides students with diverse needs a sense of 

belonging: 

“I think that it provides them a place to shine. Um, you know, giving a student 
confidence and something to be a part of, is so empowering to them.” (M8) 
 
Chandler saw through his experiences that FFA can open a realm of possibilities to 

students, making things possible that would never be possible without FFA. It challenges 

students, especially diverse learners to open their minds to new opportunities. He stated this 

about the value of FFA to students with diverse needs: 

“I think it gives them a wider appreciation of the world. They see more than just here at 
this school and it opens ‘em up, gets them more likely to step forward and take a risk than 
they might be otherwise, be not quite as shy, kinda see the big picture so to speak.” (C8) 
 
Rachel shared about the impact she had seen in her program, providing students with 

specific needs something to be a part of. The idea of students with diverse needs becoming a part 

of the greater community was emphasized by what she commented: 

“Um, I think too, it strengthens those students who may have anxiety or disorders, or 
those kids that have ADHD… It makes them feel like they have a place to belong, and 
that they're a part of something, and it's not defining who they are. It's allowing them to 
be successful in their own way, because they can kind of focus on what they enjoy and 
that's where they thrive.” (Ra9) 
 
Extracurricular opportunities are limited at Ross’ school. Because of this, since 

agricultural education and FFA was established at his school, he has seen it have a major impact 

on his students. He explained: 
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“Okay, the biggest thing is this gives them something else… This gives them something 
to participate in, because there’s no clubs here… It gives them an opportunity that 
they’ve never had before, to participate on a team.” (Ro14) 
 
Phoebe emphasized the importance of recruiting diverse populations to take agricultural 

education classes and join FFA. The impact of their involvement can have a trickle-down effect 

in increasing diversity and inclusivity within the whole chapter. She explained her theory: 

“Students want to see themselves, so if you get the first one, for lack of a better term, 
pioneers, and then they have different student groups, and then they tell their friends, and 
then you get a momentum built. Because I mean it just… they also, if you have a good 
relationship with them, they tell you what you're doing wrong.” (P7) 

 
Joey shared the story of the impact a positive community made on one individual student 

with diverse needs he had in one of his classes. He shared how impressed he was by his students 

and the way they supported this individual: 

“My young man that walked around with a crutch, you know, he was hesitant on joining 
FFA and some of his classmates, they paid his dues. And then what Daddy found out 
about it, he gave me the money back to give them youngins the money back. He was just 
so impressed about how the kids in FFA wanted to do something like that for him.” (J13) 
 
His peers paying his FFA dues gave this student the confidence he needed. Joey watched 

him grow into a leader who was not afraid to talk to other FFA members, even volunteering to 

public speak.  

“When he was a freshman, there'd be no way he would do that, and that was just self-
confidence, I know, just overall, like you know, conversation, like the social aspect. It 
kind of helps them get out of their bubble more… because you know, sometimes, you 
know, you know as well as I do, high schoolers can be mean, but FFA, I mean I brag on 
my youngins pretty good, I mean they… they’re generally pretty accepting, and they’ll 
do whatever they can to help anybody.” (J13) 
 
Ben explained that building relationships and establishing a sense of community early is 

especially beneficial to diverse learners. The relationships built early on can make a difference 

for students in the long run. He further shared: 
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“It's like beneficial that they find someone that they can become friends with, while they 
are in, let's say a Christmas party, so to speak… We just had a Christmas party, and a 
bunch of kids was there and they found out, “Hey, I'm taking this class next semester… 
Oh, I'm taking it with you,” like they found them a buddy, so to speak, and you know, not 
so much from the contest side of things, and you’ll never know what your class, what 
someone in your class meeting someone else will do for them in the long run.” (B7) 
 
While Regina shared multiple success stories of individual students with diverse needs 

becoming involved with FFA and succeeding, she was most proud of their FFA’s partnership 

with their school’s Best Buddies program. Best Buddies is an organization that strives to provide 

people with diverse needs friendship and leadership development opportunities. She shared this 

about watching her FFA officers interact with the Best Buddies: 

“I always see a lot of progress during FFA week when we have our Best Buddies Club 
coming in, because they're all able to like divide and conquer, split up and help everyone 
to be able to do whatever it is, or get a partner for Ag Olympics, and help them to refine 
and build their leadership skills and definitely get some confidence that they they're 
doing, and they can be a helpful person in any room that they're in.” (Re12) 
 

Document Analysis 

Document analysis was completed to triangulate data collected through interviews and 

validate the claims made by participants through interviews. Document analysis was performed 

on North Carolina FFA policies and registration materials. After a thorough review of the 

materials, limited data was found. Within the North Carolina FFA Policy Manual (2021), there is 

a heading entitled “Cultural Diversity. Under this heading the statement reads: 

“Recognizing the vast diversity of people in our society, the North Carolina FFA 
Association shall strive to reflect diversity in its Board of Directors, staff and programs.” 
(North Carolina FFA Association, Inc. Policy Manual, 2021) 
 
However, there is no statement related to any other forms of diversity. An additional 

review of CDE and LDE registration materials did provide varying, limited statements regarding 

accommodations and modifications at various CDEs and LDEs. Some registration materials 

contained no statement at all; however, some did possess statements related to accommodations 
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and modifications.  The memorandum to agriculture teachers about registration for the Farm 

Business Management, Ag Sales, and Marketing Plan CDEs stated this: 

“In compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act, NC FFA will honor requests 
for reasonable accommodations made by individuals with disabilities. Please direct 
accommodation requests to: Carmen Bracey, carmen_bracey@ncsu.edu. Requests can be 
served more effectively if notice is provided at least 10 days before the event.” (Bracey, 
2022) 

 
This statement was the most comprehensive of the ones reviewed and provided the most 

details about accommodations and modifications at the event. No information could be found 

about the specific procedures in place for any FFA event. 

Chapter Summary 

The four research questions that guided this study allowed the researcher to gain insight 

into the experiences of North Carolina high school agriculture teachers with incorporating 

students with diverse needs in FFA. The data collected through the eight participants’ responses 

was valuable in developing the five themes that came to light as a result of this study. Quotes 

from the interviews were used as evidence to substantiate the claims of these themes: 

• Previous experience is valuable to the success of agriculture teachers when working with 

students with diverse needs. Previous experience with FFA, agricultural education, working 

with students with diverse needs prior to becoming a teacher, and having a family member, 

or having personally experienced having a diverse need are helpful in promoting inclusion. 

• All agriculture teachers included in this study noted the value of relationship building in their 

responses. Relationships with students, fellow educators, parents, stakeholders, were cited as 

essential to efforts for inclusion of students with diverse needs in FFA. 
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• There is a need for training related to working with students with diverse needs. While some 

cited pre-service training, very few cited any in-service training, and no participants indicated 

any training on incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA. 

• There are numerous challenges with the competitive side of FFA as it relates to incorporating 

students with diverse needs. Based on these interviews, there seems to be a lack of clarity 

with how accommodations and modifications will be handled, uncertainty as to whether or 

not these accommodations and modifications will be granted, and a need for CDEs that 

promote inclusion of all abilities. 

• While there are challenges that exist, teachers overwhelmingly saw value in students with 

diverse needs participating in FFA. Specifically, the sense of belonging, the confidence being 

a part of FFA brought students, and the community built within FFA were cited as some of 

the greatest benefits. 
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CHAPTER V 

Introduction 

This purpose of this chapter is to provide a summary of the study, reiterating the purpose, 

research questions, research design, and data collection procedures. This chapter will also 

provide discussion, conclusions, and recommendations for future research and practice. 

This study encouraged participating North Carolina high school agriculture teachers to 

share their experiences working with students with diverse needs in FFA. Using the research 

questions as a guide while data was reviewed, the value of previous experience, the value of 

relationship building, the need for training, the culture of competition, and the positive 

community built within FFA, emerged as themes.  

Summary of the Study and Procedures 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to examine the experiences of North Carolina high school 

agriculture teachers with incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA. More specifically, 

this study seeks to identify and describe the challenges and suggested improvements for 

incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA, determine perceived successful inclusionary 

practices teachers utilize to encourage students with diverse needs’ FFA participation, and 

identify the motivations of teachers incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA. Gathering 

this information could be used by agriculture teachers, teacher educators, and North Carolina 

FFA Association staff to improve inclusionary practices within FFA. 

Research Questions 

The research questions listed below guided this study: 
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1. What motivates agriculture teachers to incorporate students with diverse needs in 

FFA? 

2. What inclusionary practices do agriculture teachers perceive as successful when 

encouraging the FFA participation of students with diverse needs? 

3. What are the challenges with incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA and 

how could those challenges be minimized in the future? 

4. What are the perceived benefits of getting students with diverse needs involved in 

FFA? 

Procedures 

The research methodology selected for this study was a transcendental phenomenological 

study. Transcendental phenomenology focuses on the experiences of the participants rather than 

the researcher’s interpretations (Moustakas, 2011). Phenomenological research cannot be 

generalized to other populations, but this research can be utilized for insight into the 

phenomenon of agriculture teachers working with students with diverse needs in FFA.  

Purposive sampling was used to select eight agriculture teachers who taught high school 

agricultural education in North Carolina and had experience working with students with diverse 

needs. Teachers falling within these parameters were selected from a frame of teachers who had 

previously volunteered to participate in an interview project for AEE 326: Teaching Diverse 

Learners at NC State University. 

The main source of data collection was semi-structured interviews. Document analysis 

was utilized for triangulation purposes. Interview questions were developed, and pilot tested with 

three agriculture teachers during the Spring of 2021. Based on the feedback collected from the 

pilot study, questions were restructured, and changes were implemented. The eight participants 
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selected for the study were interviewed using sixteen questions over a span of two interviews. 

Zoom was utilized to conduct, record, and transcribe interviews. After careful review of the 

transcriptions, data was coded and analyzed for common themes related to participants 

experiences incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA. The individual transcripts as well 

as a list of themes were sent to each participant for the purpose of member checking. 

Summary and Conclusions 

Research Question 1: What motivates agriculture teachers to incorporate students with 

diverse needs in FFA? 

The goal of research question one was to understand the motivations of agriculture 

teachers who incorporate students with diverse needs in FFA. Based on the responses from the 

participants of this study, overwhelmingly, the value of previous experience emerged as a theme. 

Through participant responses, it was noted that previous experiences were a factor in motivating 

teachers to include students with diverse needs in FFA. Each of the eight participants indicated 

having previous experience in agricultural education and FFA (Ro1; P1; M1; J1; B1; C1; Re1; 

Ra1). Responses ranged from discussing competitions that individuals competed in, officer 

positions held, awards won, friends made, and even the impact their own agriculture teachers had 

in their lives. While their experiences in agricultural education and FFA varied, each of their 

individual experiences had a significant impact on their life that ultimately led them to try to 

integrate inclusive practices in their teaching and advising. 

Five of the eight participants indicated having previous experience that helped prepare 

them to teach students with diverse needs prior to becoming a teacher or in a previous position. 

These experiences varied. Monica and Rachel both shared about family members with diverse 

needs that first exposed them to the challenges these individuals faced (M4; Ra3). Ross shared 
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his experiences volunteering at a school for students with disabilities while in college, his 

experiences substitute teaching in classrooms with students with diverse needs, and how he 

volunteered to sit on IEP committees at his previous school. Regina explained that she 

volunteered at an equine therapy center in high school (Re7). This gave her firsthand experience 

working with diverse populations and the needs that they have. Phoebe indicated that before she 

became a teacher, her experience as a zookeeper helped prepare her to cater to students with 

diverse needs’ individual plans, as each of the animal’s she cared for had their own 

individualized care plans (P3). Phoebe also indicated having a previous teaching position that 

taught her a lot about working with students that have exceptional needs (P5). 

Joey brought a unique perspective to the study through his experience having diverse 

needs himself. He shared of his ability to relate with students because of his experiences in 

school and his ability to relate to students with diverse needs because of having faced similar 

experiences (J6).  

The data collected supports findings from Kessell (2005), who found that student 

teachers who had experiences with people who had diverse needs prior to their student teaching 

experience showed higher knowledge about special education disabilities and law than those who 

did not have those experience.  

Research Question 2: What inclusionary practices do agriculture teachers perceive as 

successful when encouraging the FFA participation of students with diverse needs? 

While each participant of this study has their own unique style of teaching and relating to 

students, one common theme among inclusionary practices utilized in the classroom was the 

value of relationship building. Seven of the eight participants indicated the importance of 

relationships built among three groups, students, fellow educators, and parents. Therefore, the 
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value of relationship building was identified as a theme. Participants indicated that relationships 

built among these groups had proved beneficial to incorporating students with diverse needs in 

FFA. 

Relationships built between the agriculture teacher and the student were most commonly 

mentioned as being valuable to encourage participation in FFA (P7, P8, M3, M8, Re4, Ra10, 

Ra8). Building these relationships is especially helpful to those who may not succeed in the 

traditional classroom (M8). Taking the time to get to know the student as an individual helps 

determine students’ motivations and strengths. By building rapport with students, students will 

be more likely to trust teachers and in turn will participate in more FFA events (Ra8). Being 

persistent in building these relationships and never giving up on students is also critical in getting 

students to participate in FFA (Re4, C11).  

Another valuable relationship with increasing participation of students with diverse needs 

in FFA exists between the teacher and fellow educators, specifically teachers of exceptional 

children. With the number of students with diverse needs involved in agricultural education, a 

strong relationship between the agricultural education teacher and the exceptional children’s 

teacher can provide valuable insight into how to best meet the needs of students with diverse 

needs (P5). This can be especially helpful when the agriculture teacher has questions arise about 

how to best serve these diverse populations. Additionally, there is value in having a team to 

support the student who has diverse needs, so that they can participate in FFA to the fullest 

extent (Ra6).  

Relationships between teachers and the parents of students with diverse needs should also 

be developed and maintained to increase involvement of students with diverse needs. With 

participation in FFA being mostly after school, parental involvement is crucial for all students’ 
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participation, but especially students with diverse needs. Parental involvement helps minimize 

parent concerns and helps encourage involvement of the student with diverse needs (C8; P8).  

This claim for value in relationship building is substantiated by a study from Berry 

(2009). Building student-teacher and parent-teacher relationships were two points of advice most 

commonly given to new teachers by veteran teachers (Berry, 2009). This study further backs this 

claim of relationship building’s benefit and expands on this claim by adding about the value of 

relationship building among educators.  

Research Question 3: What are the perceived challenges with incorporating students with 

diverse needs in FFA and how could these challenges be minimized in the future? 

Two challenges became evident and were identified as themes with incorporating 

students with diverse needs in FFA. Each of the eight participants indicated a need for training 

on working with students with diverse needs. This need for training indicated by teachers is 

supported by the literature (Dormody et al., 2006; Fondren, 2019; Giffing 2009; Greaud, 2021; 

Johnson et al., 2012; Ramage, 2021; Stair et al., 2010; Stair et al., 2016; Teixeira et al., 2020).  

While a few participants indicated value in courses they had taken while pursuing their 

various degrees, no one cited any training on working with students with diverse needs since 

becoming a teacher. Similar to findings from Stair et al. (2010), those who had indicated having 

had professional development working with students with diverse needs were some of the 

youngest participants in the study. Additionally, all the training that was referenced during the 

interviews was training on working with students with diverse needs in the classroom. No 

participant indicated any type of training related to the other two components of the three-circle 

model of agricultural education, FFA and SAE. Participants indicated a desire for more 
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professional development related to working with students with diverse needs in all facets of 

agricultural education. 

The second challenge that was mentioned were issues related to FFA’s competitive 

events, CDEs and LDEs. Three-quarters of participants indicated challenges with including 

students with diverse needs in CDEs and LDEs. Teachers described a competitive culture that 

discourages teachers to not bring students with diverse needs to participate in these events (C8). 

Additionally, participants spoke of the difficulty getting their students accommodations, 

especially at the state level and how sometimes those accommodations are not always met (M8; 

J17). Document analysis supported this idea as little to no information was found about how 

modifications and accommodations will be handled within FFA competitive events in North 

Carolina, further emphasizing a need for information related to how students with diverse needs 

can participate. 

Stair (2010) stated that ensuring modifications are provided even within FFA is 

especially important for inclusion of students with diverse needs in FFA. An article from 

Armbruster (2012) also stated that the National FFA Organization has set provisions in place to 

provide needed accommodations to students. Document analysis of North Carolina FFA policies 

could find no similar procedures at the state level in North Carolina.  

A few participants indicated some competitions would be near impossible for students 

with certain disabilities. These participants emphasized the value in playing to students’ 

strengths to help them be successful in the competitive environment. One region in North 

Carolina is working to implement a CDE specifically for students with diverse needs. Similar 

ideas were brought up by other participants as well.  
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Research Question 4: What are the perceived benefits of getting students with diverse 

needs involved in FFA? 

This research question was designed to identify the benefits that can come from students 

with diverse needs becoming involved with FFA. Through this research question, a theme arose 

relating to building a positive community. Each of the eight participants indicated FFA provided 

students with diverse needs a place to succeed, an opportunity to expand their worldview, and a 

way to become a part of something bigger than themselves (M8; C8; Ra9; Ro14; B7). These 

findings support research from Johnson (2012) that FFA involvement is beneficial to students 

with diverse needs.  

This study further expands on findings from Johnson when recognizing the value brought 

to the organization as a whole by including students with diverse needs. By recruiting students 

with diverse needs to join FFA diversity and inclusivity can increase within the FFA chapter 

(P7). In addition to what can be gained by the student with diverse needs by participating in 

FFA, other students within the FFA chapter are able to learn valuable principles such as empathy 

and appreciation of diversity (J13; Re12).  

Connections to Theoretical Framework 

Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behavior served as the framework for this study. According 

to this theory, an individual’s intentions are the product of three processes: attitude towards the 

behavior, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control (Ajzen, 1991). These factors lead 

to intentions and intentions predict behavior.  

Participants of this study were identified as having implemented inclusionary practices 

when selecting participants for this study. Participants indicated varying, yet similar attitudes 

toward including students with diverse needs. Overall, participants indicated largely positive 
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attitudes, sharing success stories of students with diverse needs and reiterating the importance of 

inclusion. However, subjective norms, or social pressures, were indicated by many participants. 

These social pressures came from the competitive culture within FFA, specifically in career and 

leadership development events, as well as parents of students with diverse needs. While there 

were perceived difficulties with inclusion of students with diverse needs in FFA, participants 

also indicated positive perceived behavioral control through their experiences with including 

students with diverse needs in FFA. Many participants shared that this is a process learned over 

time and strengthened with experience. Overall, the combination of these factors contributed to 

the inclusionary behavior of all participants identified in this study.  

Implications 

There have been many previous studies focused on the experiences of agriculture 

teachers incorporating students with diverse needs in the agricultural education classroom 

(Dormody et al., 2006; Giffing, 2009; Killingsworth, J.; Ramage, 2021; Richardson, 2005; Stair, 

2009; Stair et al., 2016; Stair et al., 2010 Teixeira et al., 2020). Fewer studies have focused on 

students with diverse needs involvement in FFA (Johnson et al., 2012). Due to the lack of 

research on agriculture teachers’ experiences including students with diverse needs in the 

leadership development component of agricultural education, FFA, this study serves to help fill 

the gap in the research, specifically answering the call in Johnson’s study for qualitative research 

to be done on the topic of including students with diverse needs in FFA (2012).  

The data attained from this research study focuses on the experiences of North Carolina 

high school agriculture teachers with incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA. The 

themes that arose through this study can be used by pre-service agriculture teachers, current 

agriculture teachers, agriculture teacher educators, and FFA state staff.  
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Pre-service and current agriculture teachers can utilize the data collected to help inform 

them of experiences that they should seek out that helped prepare participants of this study to 

teach students with diverse needs. Additionally, this study can provide strategies and inform 

current and pre-service teachers of the practices currently in place related to the inclusion of 

students with diverse needs in FFA. 

Agriculture teacher educators and state staff can use the information found in this study 

to better train pre-service and in-service agriculture teachers. Participants candidly shared of the 

preparation they had received as well as the experiences they have had with incorporating 

students with diverse needs in FFA. The information shared by participants in this study can help 

guide training to meet pre-service and in-service teachers where they are. Research as to training 

provided in other states could prove beneficial in shaping the training offered in North Carolina. 

North Carolina FFA State Staff can also utilize the data collected to create inclusionary 

policies that should be in place for all North Carolina FFA events. While document analysis was 

performed, no statements or policies could be found relating to how students’ needs will be met 

at FFA events or how agriculture teachers can ensure their students’ diverse needs are met. This 

study can provide a framework for these policies. National FFA as well as the local FFA 

chapters should consider implementing similar task forces. 

Recommendations for Future Practice 

Based on the findings of this research study, the researcher recommends the following 

practices be put into place: 

Pre-service training should be implemented relating to engaging students with diverse 

needs in all-three circles of the agricultural education model should be implemented at every 

teacher preparatory institution. Those institutions that currently offer pre-service training should 
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ensure that their pre-service training includes training related to the classroom, SAE, and FFA. 

An emphasis should also be placed on providing experiential learning opportunities for students 

to gain experience working with students with diverse needs. Various strategies for inclusion 

relating to all three-circles of the agricultural education model should be taught, including 

strategies to build relationships among students, fellow teachers, and parents. 

In-service training should be implemented by the North Carolina FFA State Staff on the 

inclusion of students with diverse needs as it relates to all three circles of the agricultural 

education model. Participants indicated having sought out this particular type of training that 

does not exist. Additionally, participants referenced attending North Carolina Career and 

Technical Education Teacher’s Conference every summer. Holding workshops related to 

including students with diverse needs in classroom, but especially in FFA and SAE, could be 

helpful to agriculture teachers. 

North Carolina FFA State Staff should also create a task force to evaluate the inclusivity 

of North Carolina FFA events. As it currently stands, limited written policies and procedures 

could be found. Additionally, there is uncertainty from agriculture teachers as to whether or not 

students’ needs will be met at FFA events. This task force should identify areas of need and 

create procedures and policies that would promote inclusion of students of all abilities. FFA 

CDEs and LDEs should especially be evaluated to establish procedures for students to obtain 

their accommodations and modifications to compete in these events. Additionally, a partnership 

should be considered with AEE 326: Teaching Diverse Learners to help provide these 

modifications and accommodations.  

As modeled by one region in North Carolina, North Carolina FFA state staff should also 

explore the implementation of CDEs and LDEs specifically for occupational course of study 
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students. These contests would be appropriate to their skillset and emphasize a positive 

competitive culture within FFA. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Based on the data collected from this research study, the researcher makes the following 

recommendations for future research: 

This study has shown a need for more resources related to the inclusion of students with 

diverse needs in the complete agricultural education program. Resources included a guide for 

how to include students with diverse needs in agricultural education, making sure all of their 

needs are met, as well as courses and workshops to improve teachers’ inclusionary practices. 

Research as to the specific content and resources to be provided would be extremely helpful. 

To ensure the specific needs of these students with IEPs and 504s are being met, the 

researcher recommends another phenomenological study with students with diverse needs as the 

participants of the study. Students could be asked similar questions relating to their experiences 

within FFA, advice they would give other students, areas of success, and areas that need 

improvement. Observations of students with diverse needs as they participate in FFA 

competitive events could provide valuable insight as well. 

This study only focused on the FFA component of the agricultural education model. 

More research should be done relating to North Carolina high school agriculture teachers’ 

experiences including students with diverse needs in the experiential learning component of 

agricultural education, the supervised agricultural experience (SAE). 

The scope of this study was limited to high school agriculture teachers in North Carolina. 

Expanding the scope of the study to include middle school agriculture teachers or focus entirely 
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on middle school agriculture teachers could provide valuable insight. Additionally, expanding 

this study to a national scope could prove beneficial to agricultural education nationwide. 

Eleven participants were initially invited to participate in this study, with eight agreeing 

to be interviewed. Of these eight participants, none of the participants were lateral entry teachers. 

Implementing a study focused on the experiences of lateral entry teachers with incorporating 

students with diverse needs in FFA could produce slightly different results. Through purposive 

sampling, each of the eight participants that were selected for this study were recognized as 

being inclusive, implementing a similar study with individuals who might not be considered 

inclusive could also provide interesting results. 

Education is a constantly changing field. It is recommended that this study be replicated 

every five years to provide current insight and updates as to the experience of North Carolina 

high school agriculture teachers with incorporating students with diverse needs in FFA. 
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Appendix A: IRB Exempt Status Letter 

Dear Miriam Morgan: 
 
Date: November 15, 2021 
IRB Protocol 24498 has been assigned Exempt status 
Title: Examining the Experiences of North Carolina High School Agriculture Teachers with 
Incorporating Students with Diverse Needs in FFA 
PI: Marshall, Joy Morgan 
 
The research proposal named above has received administrative review and has been approved 
as exempt from the policy as outlined in the Code of Federal Regulations (Exemption: 
46.101. Exempt d.2). Provided that the only participation of the subjects is as described in the 
proposal narrative, this project is exempt from further review. This approval does not expire, but 
any changes must be approved by the IRB prior to implementation. 
 

1. This committee complies with requirements found in Title 45 part 46 of The Code of 
Federal Regulations. For NCSU projects, the Assurance Number is: FWA00003429. 

2. Any changes to the protocol and supporting documents must be submitted and 
approved by the IRB prior to implementation. 

3. If any unanticipated problems or adverse events occur, they must be reported to 
the IRB office within 5 business days by completing and submitting the unanticipated 
problem form on 
the IRB website: http://research.ncsu.edu/sparcs/compliance/irb/submission-guidance/. 

4. Any unapproved departure from your approved IRB protocol results in non-
compliance. Please find information regarding non-compliance 
here: http://research.ncsu.edu/sparcs-docs/irb/non-compliance_faq_sheet.pdf. 

Please let us know if you have any questions. 
 
************************************************** 
 
NCSU IRB Office 
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Appendix B: Study Invitation Text 
 

Dear ______________________, 
 
I am Mary Kate Morgan and I am a second-year master’s student in Agricultural and Extension 
Education at North Carolina State University. I am writing to invite you to participate in a 
research study related to your experience as a high school agriculture teacher of including 
students with diverse needs in FFA activities. This study consists of two interviews that will be 
less than one hour in length. The main purpose of this study is to gain insight into the 
experiences of high school agriculture teachers and their experiences with inclusion of students 
with diverse needs. For the purpose of the study, diverse needs is defined as a student with an 
IEP or 504 plan. 
 
You were selected because you are considered to be an outstanding agriculture teacher and FFA 
Advisor. I understand that this is a busy time of year, but I am willing to work with you to pick a 
time that would be most convenient for your schedule. Your participation in this study is 
voluntary, however I hope you would consider participating. 
 
Information obtained during this study that could identify you will be kept confidential and will 
be used for tracking purposes only. You can ensure that your responses will be protected as any 
identifiable data collected, including your name, will be changed as to not identify you in any 
way. 
 
Please review the materials provided to gain further insight into the study and your role in the 
study. Please respond to this email and let me know if you are interested in participating and 
complete the attached Google Form to show your consent for participation. Additionally, please 
reach out with any questions or concerns. If you complete the form and respond to this email, I 
will send you a Doodle Poll to select the best time to conduct your first interview. 
 
Thank you for your contributions to agricultural education in North Carolina and thank you for 
your help with this project! I look forward to the potential of working with you. 
 
Best regards, 
 
Mary Kate Morgan 
Graduate Teaching & Research Assistant 
Department of Agricultural and Human Sciences 
North Carolina State University 
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Appendix C: Participation Consent Form 
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Appendix D: Interview Guide 
 

Interview #1 Questions 
 

1. What was your background with FFA and agricultural education before you began 
teaching? 

2. What led you to become an agriculture teacher and FFA advisor? 

3. How do you view the three-circle model of agricultural education? 

4. What areas are/were the primary focus in your program? 

5. What was your experience with people with diverse needs prior to becoming a teacher? 

6. Describe the makeup of your agriculture classes relates to student diversity and abilities. 
Do/did you have any students with IEPs? 504s? OCS? Other needs? 

7. What are some of the most common modifications and accommodations you administer 
in your program? 

8. What type of pre-service and in-service training did you receive about working with 
students with diverse needs as it related to all three circles of the model of agricultural 
education? 

Interview #2 Questions 

9. Describe your experience with students with diverse needs and their involvement within 
your program and FFA. 

10. Describe your experience with students with diverse needs involvement with FFA above 
the chapter level. 

11. What are the perceived benefits you have seen from students with diverse needs 
becoming involved with FFA? 
 

12. What barriers exist for a teacher trying to include students with diverse needs in FFA 
activities? 

13. What are some strategies you use to incorporate students with diverse needs in FFA? 

14. What have your experience been like overall with students with diverse needs 
participating in FFA? 
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15. What would you change about your experiences? Is there something you wish you could 
implement or something you would like more guidance on? 

16. What is your greatest success story about a student with diverse needs? 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 


