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ABSTRACT 

A teacher shortage exists across a multiplicity of educational disciplines, including 

school-based agricultural education. A breadth of research has been conducted on teacher 

retention within agricultural education, with many studies focusing on agriculture teachers and 

their experiences with retention or attrition. To extend the scholarship on agriculture teacher 

retention, we must better understand teacher retention within school, community, and discipline 

contexts, as agriculture teachers are key components of these communities. Relatedly, the 

immense number of interconnections within these diverse contexts necessitate a systems-

thinking approach. As such, I employed a context-based, system dynamics approach to glean 

new insights on agriculture teacher retention. Through three interrelated studies, this dissertation 

employs the theory of margin and landscapes of practice theory to explore teacher workloads, 

boundary setting, and identity formation. The methodologies employed in these articles vary; the 

two empirical studies take a qualitative approach, with the latter being conducted via a 

participatory partnership. The non-empirical, philosophical contribution centers system dynamics 

modeling, created via researcher experience and a literature review. Taken in combination, these 

studies reveal interconnections between teachers and their contexts, insights into retaining 

teachers across career stages, and strategies teachers use to cope with the workload of being 

effective educators. Collectively, these studies illustrate ways incorporating systems thinking 

may provide additional insights into the teacher shortage, including seeing the bigger picture, 

creating models, and providing language for phenomena such as the noble sacrifice mindset. 

New perspectives on agriculture teacher retention include the importance of context-based 

research, the impact of community support on teacher workload and identity development, and 

the teacher-supporter-community interface. These findings contribute to a more holistic 

perspective of agricultural education and teacher retention. Future directions for research include 

continued context-based, systemic research, especially within various communities with diverse 

socio-cultural-historical backgrounds and with teachers who have marginalized identities.  
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Chapter One: Contextualizing the System of Agricultural Education 
Access to free and comprehensive public education is critical to ensuring each student in 

the United States has the opportunity to develop skills which will allow them to live a good life. 

As the leaders of their classrooms and curricula, teachers are orchestrators of the purpose of 

public education, playing a vital role in the public education ecosystem. Despite the importance 

of quality teachers for the greater good of society, there is a shortage of individuals, qualified and 

otherwise, within the teaching profession. Many educational researchers agree the teacher 

shortage is at, or near, the top of pressing issues facing public education in the United States 

(Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2019; Ingersoll, 2003; Ingersoll & Tran, 2023; Sutcher et 

al., 2016, 2019). These authors argue this issue is complex, and the shortage impacts many 

teaching disciplines, including but not limited to science (Nguyen & Redding, 2018; Taie & 

Lewis, 2023), mathematics (Nguyen & Redding, 2018; Taie & Lewis, 2023), special education 

(Beckers, 2024; Peyton & Acosta, 2022; Taie & Lewis, 2023), and agricultural education (Smith 

et al., 2023). Without adequate staffing and certification for U.S. teachers, our educational 

system cannot achieve the best results for all students. 

While having qualified teachers matters in every school and school district, evidence 

demonstrates this shortage is also an issue of equity. The teacher shortage is a national problem; 

however, this shortage disproportionately impacts schools with greater populations of 

economically disadvantaged students (L. C. Sorensen & Ladd, 2020). Students from 

economically disadvantaged backgrounds have less capital at their disposal to ensure the ability 

to live a good life, and quality education is a critical steppingstone to breaking cyclical, 

generational poverty. As a stopgap solution, many schools have begun filling positions with 

individuals who lack credentialing, training, and other qualifications as teachers. As more 

affluent school districts are generally able to afford higher wages and benefits, more qualified 

teachers are filling those positions, leaving less affluent districts behind. As of 2020, there are 

more uncertified teachers than in years past (L. C. Sorensen & Ladd, 2020), which has 

negatively impacted student academics (Gujarati, 2012; L. C. Sorensen & Ladd, 2020). As such, 

this is an issue of equity and educational quality. 

While this shortage is impacting K-12 teachers broadly (Sutcher et al., 2016), it is also 

affecting teachers in rural areas (Ingersoll & Tran, 2023). Rural areas generally have smaller 

school populations and less funding per pupil than sub/urban districts, an issue sometimes 
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compounded by rural poverty. Additionally, rural areas are generally agricultural hubs; students 

learning in rural communities are likely going to maintain the agricultural systems the U.S. is 

currently reliant upon. Agricultural education is most prevalent within rural communities. 

Because of the importance of agriculture and sustainable agriculture to the U.S. food supply and 

climate (United Nations, 2024; Yunlong & Smit, 1994), as well as the lesser concern for climate 

change and dislike of environmental regulations demonstrated by rural individuals (Bonnie et al., 

2020), agricultural educators may play a key role in getting rural students and agriculturalists 

open to and prepared for sustainable agriculture and sustainability more broadly (Eck & 

Edwards, 2019; Pappo et al., 2022). Additionally, agriculture teachers are often integral 

components of their communities (Traini et al., 2020, 2021) and play a role in community 

sustainability, especially within rural areas. Therefore, it is important to both prepare agricultural 

educators to engage students in addressing agricultural issues within their communities and 

retain the teachers in the discipline. 

Scholars within the agricultural education discipline have conducted a great deal of 

research concerning teacher retention. A disproportionate amount of teacher attrition occurs in 

early career stages (Disberger et al., 2023), flagging early career teacher retention as an area of 

need. One of the greatest challenges as an early career teacher is building connections and being 

integrated into a new school and school community. As teachers are less likely to leave their 

positions when they feel connected in their school environment (DeLay & Washburn, 2013), 

building these connections is critical for teacher retention. These connections between school 

and community also open avenues for support. Being more connected in school communities 

may help agriculture teachers find programmatic support from administrators, parents, and 

colleagues, assisting teachers in feeling self-efficacious and promoting their programs within 

their schools (Hasselquist et al., 2017). Programmatic support has been linked to teacher 

retention. When programs receive support, especially from administrators and parents, teachers 

may be more inclined to remain in the profession (Berry et al., 2021; Buchanan et al., 2013; 

Walker et al., 2004). Therefore, the more integrated into their school community early career 

teachers become, the more likely they may be to stay within the profession. 

While supporting early career teachers and promoting their retention is important, early career 

teachers are not the only ones leaving agricultural education. Attrition prior to retirement is 

occurring across all career stages. Scholars have identified a variety of factors influencing 
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teacher attrition. The greatest factors influencing teachers leaving the profession were family and 

personal reasons, out of classroom expectations, school environments, student motivation, 

pressure to meet personal expectations, and salary (Solomonson et al., 2018). Solomonson et al. 

(2018) identified four domains which impacted teacher attrition, including personal factors, 

working conditions, teacher development, and compensation. Most of these factors are bound 

within the work domain opposed to the life domain, which is curious when one of the primary 

drivers for attrition was family and personal reasons (Solomonson et al., 2018). As such, this 

leaves space to explore lived experiences and how the work and life of agricultural educators 

may oppose one another. This space is one my dissertation seeks to address qualitatively, to 

explore where teachers find their power, how teachers navigate their workload, and maintain 

margin in life (McClusky, 1963). 

Work-life balance has been linked to teacher retention by scholars within the discipline. 

Scholars have investigated work-life balance (i.e., Blackburn et al., 2017; T. J. Sorensen & 

McKim, 2014; Traini et al., 2020) via quantitative and qualitative research approaches. A 

nationwide survey demonstrated agriculture teachers perceived moderate work-life balance (T. J. 

Sorensen et al., 2016). The authors argued this balance could be easily upset and spiral toward 

teachers deciding to leave the profession when their work domain encroaches on their life 

domain. Additionally, qualitative research centering early career teachers found teachers 

perceived they could have career success or work-life balance, but not both (Traini et al., 2019). 

Because of this tedious balance and the pull toward career success, it is crucial agriculture 

teachers can set and maintain boundaries (Haddad et al., 2023). Haddad et al. (2023) suggested 

establishing and maintaining boundaries should include community members, and my 

dissertation helps to contextualize the complex relationship between agriculture teachers and 

community members. First, I explored the relationships between setting boundaries and the 

natural inclination of teachers to employ the “noble sacrifice mindset” in response to community 

members (Marzolino & McKim, 2024) via system modeling. Then, via a case study centering the 

experiences of a first-year teacher, I explored teacher identity development as influenced by 

school and geographic community members. This case study is limited to a specific community 

within Michigan, and I believe there are insights gleaned which will assist us in thinking about 

the systemic nature of this issue. 
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Situating Systems Thinking 

Teacher retention and the teacher shortage have been classified as incredibly complex 

issues both overall and within specific educational disciplines. Therefore, it is important to 

explore many facets of the issue while also examining the issue more holistically. Systems 

thinking offers a means of examining the broader context of the teacher shortage and the many 

relationships and dynamics between facets within it. Understanding patterns within these systems 

– also called feedback mechanisms – allows us to expand our perspective on where and how we 

may intervene to address this issue. As systems thinkers like Meadows (2008) express, acting 

without first understanding the system may have unintended consequences or will address the 

issue symptomatically and not at its root. To make meaningful change, the root of the issue must 

be addressed. 

There are a variety of lenses for systems thinking that may be employed. The method for 

systems thinking I employ in my dissertation is system dynamics. System dynamics is a method 

of systems thinking and modeling which prioritizes feedback structures and system models as 

heuristic tools to better understand system behavior (Ford, 2009; Forrester, 1968; Meadows, 

2008). Understanding the behavior of the many systems within agricultural education may help 

address the teacher shortage. Modeling these systems will help stakeholders to identify feedback 

structures. Feedback structures are often drivers of system behavior (Ford, 2009; Meadows, 

2008) and understanding feedback mechanisms can help to identify leverage points within the 

system where a small change could have a large impact on system behavior (Meadows, 2008). 

Ideally, making these changes would help teachers and their supporters with retention. 

When employing system dynamics, it is important to identify the boundaries of the system being 

modeled. The system explored within this dissertation relates to school-based agricultural 

education (SBAE). Each article takes a different approach to exploring the system of SBAE, 

providing insights on each of the facets explored. Much of the literature concerning SBAE 

prioritizes individuals and the decisions they are making, failing to consider the impact of 

outside forces on teachers (Haddad et al., 2023). By employing a system lens, those outside 

forces can be identified and modeled to aid the discipline in approaching the complex issue of 

teacher retention. System dynamics specifically has many advantages in exploring teacher 

retention from a systemic point of view, as teachers, students, schools, and communities all 

participate in various feedback cycles which impact teachers’ power, load, and identity 
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formation. Power, load, and identity are all aspects critical to teacher retention, as argued 

throughout my dissertation.  

Theories Utilized 

As previously expressed, having ample qualified agriculture teachers may help us to 

address issues of social equity and sustainability (agricultural, community, economic, 

environmental) in the United States. To explore the shortage of agriculture teachers, my 

dissertation utilizes two theories; both are relatively new to agriculture education as a discipline. 

The first theory is McClusky’s theory of margin (1963), previously employed by McKim and 

McKim (2023) as it pertains to teacher professional development. McClusky’s theory of margin 

states everyone has fluctuating power, load, and margin in life (McClusky, 1963). Power is 

defined as a person’s ability to achieve their load, derived from a multiplicity of sources, 

including but not limited to emotion, social support, finances, and wellness. Load is defined as 

the work in life that needs to be accomplished, whether it is at home, work, or otherwise. Margin 

is the difference between power and load; when we have plentiful margin, we can learn, think, 

and experience life more freely. When we lack margin, we may feel more stressed, be unable to 

learn, and need to find a way out to a healthy mental space. The theory of margin provides a 

framework in which to holistically analyze the state of teacher affairs, as well as building blocks 

with which to explore teacher retention. As many aspects of one’s life or career impacts power, 

load, or margin, this framework is useful for the topics explored within this dissertation.  

The second theory informing this dissertation is Wegner-Trayner and Wegner-Treyner’s 

landscape of practice theory (2015), also called social learning theory. Landscapes of practice are 

local and contextual (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015). Within each landscape, 

communities determine the competence of an individual; competence is the currency of trust. 

When characterizing competence, Wenger-Treyner and Wenger-Treyner (2015) describe the 

following: 

1. Competence is “negotiated and defined within a single community of practice” (p. 13) 

2. A practitioner’s competence is defined via their “[c]onnection, engagement, status, and 

legitimacy” (p. 14) within their community 

3. Practitioner competence is negotiated based on the community’s existing “regime of 

competence” (p. 14); to demonstrate competence, a practitioner is evaluated by 

community members based on the practitioner’s accountability to said regime 
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4. “[C]ompetence is not merely an individual characteristic,” “it is something that is 

recognizable as competence by members of a community of practice” (p. 14) 

With these principles in mind, a practicing teacher must prove their competence, which is 

socially negotiated, within their newfound community of practice. These communities of 

practice are situated within broader landscapes of practice, with various members of these 

communities evaluating practitioner competence throughout their time there. A more competent 

practitioner is one who may be viewed more favorably by community members, especially as 

competence is a product of a comparison between the community’s ideas of what competence 

looks like. In the context of my work, competence may be evaluated by staff within a school 

district, fellow agricultural educators, alumni and supporters, parents, and students. The regime 

of competence may be influenced by school traditions, the work of former agriculture teachers, 

and more. 

Competence and the perception of being competent is important for identity development 

and navigating landscapes of practice. Landscapes of practice impact identity formation within 

each individual landscape; our identities are “[s]haped by our journey through our landscape” 

and “come to embody the landscape, its practices, and its boundaries” (Wenger-Trayner & 

Wenger-Trayner, 2015, p. 20). There are three principles affecting identity development within a 

landscape: alignment, engagement, and imagination. Alignment refers to whether someone as a 

person and practitioner fits into a landscape’s regime of competence, exploring individual and 

community values and fit. Engagement refers to a practitioner’s direct involvement with the 

landscape around them and sharing in experiences within the landscape. Imagination refers to the 

space in which a practitioner and community members can imagine themselves/others as 

belonging in that landscape; imagination may also refer to how the practitioner imagines the 

perspectives of others around them. Each of these manifests differently based on a practitioner’s 

context, which is why locality is important for exploring identity-related phenomena. 

Furthermore, every individual can be a part of multiple membership categories, which may 

complicate their multiple identities in unique, landscape dependent ways.  

Within SBAE literature, this theory has been utilized by Traini et al. (2021), Traini et al. 

(2020), and Traini (2019) to explore teacher retention beyond the individual who makes the 

decision to leave the profession. There is a load associated with landscape and identity 

navigation, especially as it pertains to appearing competent; individuals within an agriculture 
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teacher’s landscape of practice may also add emotional load to their journey, support their 

power, and/or help them manage their load (Fenton-O’Creevy et al., 2015; Kubiak et al., 2015; 

Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015). Further exploration of these dynamics within a 

landscape of practice would be valuable, as it could help us understand the feedback mechanisms 

that support or hinder a teacher’s identity development (and longevity) in the profession, vis-à-

vis their relationships with school and community supporters. Furthermore, identifying ways in 

which a teacher’s supporters are witnessing, examining, and interrogating teacher competence, 

alignment, engagement, and imagination within a landscape of practice can articulate important 

concepts early-career teachers should be prepared to experience as they enter their own 

landscape of practice. 

Overall, the articles within my dissertation seek to understand how teachers navigate their 

lived experiences while teaching. Each of these articles explore teacher margin and teacher 

identity in its own unique way, while making a broader contribution to the literature and 

agricultural education.  

Positionality Statement 

For my dissertation, I have chosen to employ qualitative and participatory research 

methodologies. Qualitative research and participatory action research both rely on the researcher 

as an instrument. As such, I would like to elaborate on my positionality here. I am a white settler; 

I am of European descent, though my family is not entirely certain which European countries our 

ancestors are from. I grew up in a rural area, within a low socioeconomic status household with a 

single parent. I am non-binary, though I have been socialized as a woman; I present more femme 

than masculine. I am able-bodied and neurodivergent (AuDHD). I care a great deal about 

ensuring adequate and equitable public education; my education has helped me tremendously, 

and we need education to help others, too. I also care about sustaining rural communities like the 

one I grew up in. I taught agricultural education for three years within a public high school, and 

this experience was as rewarding as it was challenging. It brought me great joy to positively 

impact my students and teach about agriculture, but I experienced burnout, depression, and never 

experienced a year of teaching untouched by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. While 

moving through my undergraduate programming and teaching, I was able to interact with a wide 

variety of fellow teachers and supporters; I want to do the work I am doing because I hope this 

research may have practical significance and impacts on their lives. I value agriculture and 
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agricultural education, though I believe the system to be flawed and unsustainable. I expound 

more on the unsustainability of the current system and my vision for improving it in Chapter 5. 

Overall, my positionality informs who I am as an individual, which impacts the research I 

conduct.  

Naturally, my positionality brings with it biases which must be checked throughout the 

research process. Due to my own experiences in agricultural education, I have a predisposition 

for emphasizing the negative aspects which are pressing on teachers. This is something I have 

aimed to combat by incorporating peer review from fellow researchers and incorporating 

inductive techniques which value and emphasize participant voice. I have also been intentional 

about unpacking this bias, reflecting on why it exists and working to understand how all human 

experiences have elements which are shared and elements unique to the individual. My own 

marginalized identities help me to see ways in which belonging is felt or embodied, a feeling I 

cherish and like to see. Additionally, I have underwent a great deal of loss from transitioning my 

identity as an agriculture teacher – my dream since high school – to a new identity as a 

researcher and teacher educator; because of this and my love for my students and teacher friends, 

I maintain a stubborn hopefulness that insists there is a way to reform the system to improve it 

for future people whose dream is teaching agriculture. There must be ways to improve the 

system to make it more friendly to all. 

The Three Articles 

The first paper, “The teacher’s noble sacrifice: A qualitative exploration of teacher 

margin” (Marzolino et al., 2024), explores how teachers are living their workloads. This basic 

qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) utilized preliminary and secondary coding methods 

(Saldaña, 2016) to get to the heart of agriculture teachers’ power, load, and margin in life. The 

overall theme of this paper was the teacher’s noble sacrifice, as agricultural educators were 

largely willing to take on as much as they could to ensure their students were successful within 

their programs. Additionally, this paper helps to break down what Michigan teachers are 

expected to do, as teachers, career and technical education teachers, and as people. Furthermore, 

sources of teacher power were also explored, and teachers derive a good deal of power from 

positive experiences with their students. This holistic view provides insights into teachers as 

professionals and as people, which I believe is important as a researcher. For access to the full 

text article, please find the link in its section below.  
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The second paper, “Retaining school-based agricultural educators: A system dynamics 

approach” (Marzolino & McKim, 2024), explores this noble sacrifice mindset and a margin 

mindset utilizing a causal loop diagram (CLD). CLDs are excellent tools for mapping systems, 

which was the purpose of this paper. The model presented here explores systems traps that 

teachers may fall into, accidentally or intentionally, and how they might be able to get out of 

those systems traps. Overall, this philosophical piece utilized researcher lived experience and a 

review of agricultural education literature to form an image of one of the many internalized 

systems shaped by paradigms within agricultural education. For access to the full text article, 

please find the link in its section below. 

The third paper, currently unpublished, is a qualitative participatory project conducted 

throughout the course of a school year. Via a partnership with a first-year teacher, I sought to 

immerse myself (Mott & Haddad, 2025) in his school context (i.e., a part of his landscape of 

practice) to see what insights could be drawn from the case and transferred to other contexts 

(Flyvbjerg, 2006). Insights from this case study were plentiful, with the overarching lesson of 

this case demonstrating how tremendously community support (or hindrances) can help or harm 

a first-year teacher, their longevity, and their teacher identity. 

Taken together, these papers explore the need for sustaining teacher power in life, 

reducing teacher load, and increasing teacher margin. While these articles provide some 

exploration, there is far more knowledge to co-create via participatory and qualitative inquiry. 

Agricultural education contexts are unique and rich, so the more we understand, the closer we 

may come to identifying ways to sustain agricultural communities via their agricultural 

educators. As a variety of acronyms are utilized throughout my dissertation, please see Appendix 

A for an outline of these terms and their definitions. 
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APPENDIX A 

Glossary of Terms 
 
Term Plain Language Definition 
AET The agricultural experience tracker – an online record-keeping system made 

available to all SBAE teachers in the state of Michigan courtesy of the Farm 
Bureau. Utilized for record-keeping and submitting award applications for 
various FFA awards. 
 

Alumni and 
Friends 
Chapter 
 

Sometimes referred to as an FFA Chapter’s alumni, an Alumni and Friends 
Chapter is a group of individuals who partner with FFA Chapters to help 
support students and the FFA Chapter. Many of these individuals tend to be 
alumni of the FFA Chapter or school, but alumni status is not necessary for 
participation.  
 

CLD A causal loop diagram. CLDs are system dynamics models prioritizing 
visualizing systems and feedback mechanisms. 
 

Comprehensive 
public high 
school 

A high school seeking to serve the needs of all its students, with a variety of 
pathways for students to select for their educational needs. This includes 
college preparatory courses, trades pathways, foreign languages, and more. 

 
CoP 

 
A community of practice is “a community of people who contribute to the 
continued vitality, application, and evolution of the practice” (Wenger-
Treyner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015, p. 13) 
 

CTE Career and technical education, also known as vocational education, serves 
to offer high school students opportunities to acquaint themselves with a 
variety of careers and gain preparation in these careers. Many career 
pathways are offered via American CTE programming, including but not 
limited to agriculture, automotive, business, construction trades, 
cosmetology, criminal justice, nursing, and welding. 
 

CTE Center A career and technical education center, also called a career center or 
technical center, is an institution commonly partnered with many school 
districts at the Intermediate School District level. CTE centers often have 
students from several schools and offer a variety of CTE programs. CTE 
programs are often facilitated in morning or afternoon sessions, generally 
around 2 - 2.5 hours each. 
 

FFA Formerly the Future Farmers of America, the FFA is a leadership 
organization focusing on agricultural contexts. The FFA offers many 
leadership and career development opportunities through competitions. FFA 
is often deemed intracurricular by SBAE teachers as it is a component of the 
three-component model of SBAE. 
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LoP A landscape of practice is comprised of a variety of communities of practice. 
 

NoP A network of practice is comprised of a variety of landscapes of practice. 
 

SAE Supervised agricultural experiences are a form of work-based learning (i.e., 
where students have the ability to apply concepts in an authentic 
professional context) utilized in school-based agricultural education. 
 

SBAE School-based agricultural education is formalized education within a middle 
or high school context wherein students are learning about agriculture, food, 
natural resources, and/or the environment. Comprised of three components – 
classroom/laboratory instruction (i.e., direct teaching of pupils), FFA (i.e., 
leadership education and development), and SAE (i.e., supervised 
agricultural experiences, wherein students are theoretically taking 
knowledge they learned in the classroom and applying it within authentic 
work contexts) 

 
System 
dynamics 
 

 
A method for systems thinking, prioritizing modeling and feedback 
mechanisms to understand the dynamics of complex systems. Originally 
developed by Forrester (1968), system dynamics lends flexible modeling 
methods to visualize, understand, and sometimes simulate real-world 
systems and their dynamics. System dynamics also provides a variety of 
archetypes systems may fit (Meadows, 2008); when these archetypes are 
identified and understood, they can be useful for problem solving. 
 

Systems 
thinking 
 

Systems thinking requires taking a step back and examining the bigger, 
systemic picture; a systems thinking approach helps to address issues which 
are complex and non-linear. Utilizing systems thinking necessitates 
identifying elements within systems, understanding their interconnections, 
and examining the implications of issues being systemic. 
 

Three-
component 
model 

The three-component model is emphasized in SBAE contexts; SBAE 
teachers are expected to include each of these three components 
(classroom/laboratory instruction, FFA, and SAE) in their agricultural 
programming. 

  



  16 

Chapter Two: Exploring Agriculture Teacher Margin 
In the article titled “The teacher’s noble sacrifice: An exploration of agriculture teacher 

margin” (Marzolino et al., 2024), published in the Journal of Agriculture Education, my co-

authors and I employed McClusky’s theory of margin (1963) to examine how teacher’s work and 

home lives impacted their margin in life and their perspective of their workload. This research 

utilized qualitative methods to explore 11 Michigan teacher’s perspectives. Via semi-structured 

interviews with teachers selected due to their demographic characteristics (i.e., parents, spouses, 

career stage, gender, etc.), patterns regarding teacher margin were revealed. The overall theme of 

the study was the Teacher’s Noble Sacrifice, referring to the idea wherein teachers are willing to 

give every part of themselves to see the success of their students. Additionally, teachers found 

power and navigated their loads in a variety of different ways, further expounded upon within the 

article’s full text with recommendations from the authorship team. 

For a full text of this article, please navigate to: https://jae-

online.org/index.php/jae/article/view/2828  

  

https://jae-online.org/index.php/jae/article/view/2828
https://jae-online.org/index.php/jae/article/view/2828
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Chapter Three: Exploring Teacher Retention via System Dynamics 
In the article titled “Retaining school-based agricultural educators: A system dynamics 

approach” (Marzolino & McKim, 2024), published in the Journal of Agriculture Education, my 

co-author and I employed system dynamics (Forrester, 1968; Meadows, 2008) and McClusky’s 

theory of margin (1963) to explore one of the many systems within agricultural education. This 

system explores how teacher mindsets and boundary setting practices may be helped or hindered 

by other factors within the boundaries of the system. A causal loop diagram was constructed to 

model the system and the feedback mechanisms within it, seeking to give individuals language to 

utilize when speaking of this issue and emphasize the systemic nature of teaching experiences. 

For a full text of this article, please navigate to: https://jae-

online.org/index.php/jae/article/view/2826  
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Chapter Four: Exploring First-Year Teacher Retention and Identity 

Development Within a Landscape of Practice 
Authors: Tiffany A. Marzolino, Nathan C. Snow, Catlin M. Goodwin, Aaron J. McKim 
 
Agricultural education continues to face a shortage of teachers. The longevity of early career 

teachers plays a key role in addressing this shortage. To better understand mechanisms of 

teacher retention, this case study centers a first-year teacher’s (Curtis) identity development and 

workload within the context of his community. Utilizing the theory of margin and landscapes of 

practice theory, this case study identifies synergies between Curtis and program supporters with 

a significant impact on Curtis’s margin. Forces shaping margin internally and externally were 

also captured; Curtis’s load and power are influenced by student, stakeholder, school, and 

societal factors. In sum, we posit synergies between teachers and stakeholders may help predict 

teacher retention. We conclude by encouraging future studies exploring teacher context and 

stakeholder involvement. 

Introduction 

Their introduction into any career shapes an individual’s experience within that career. 

Authors within agricultural education have expressed first-year teachers are often expected to 

perform as veterans, despite having less experience (Disberger et al., 2023). Further, 

expectations from communities surrounding first-year agriculture teachers shape teacher 

experiences (Traini et al., 2019, 2020, 2021), potentially determining teacher longevity. Under 

circumstances where community values and teacher values do not align, additional stress may be 

placed upon the teacher (Haddad et al., 2023). Furthermore, early career professionals are 

developing their identities as teachers, a critical piece of feeling belonging or alienation from the 

career (Mehdizadeh et al., 2024; Milford & Reed, 2024). Due to the complexities of first-year 

teacher identity, school and community relationships, and the burgeoning workload of teaching 

agriculture, it is important to explore these phenomena within the contexts they occur (Hong et 

al., 2024). Therefore, the authors of this study sought to inquire into the lived experiences of a 

first-year teacher in Michigan and his school community context to gain a better understanding 

of the dynamics surrounding this teacher. 

Utilizing a case study approach, we partnered with a first-year agriculture teacher (hereafter 

referred to as Curtis), his school, and his community partners to gain a better understanding of 
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how his identity and workload are being shaped by forces both internal and external. The 

research questions guiding this case study were: 

1. How is a first-year teacher’s identity impacted by their landscape of practice? 

2. How is a first-year teacher’s workload shaped, internally or externally? 

3. How do school community members influence a teacher’s workload? 

As agricultural education and educators tend to silo themselves from broader educational 

contexts (Shoulders & Myers, 2011) – not dissimilar to other specialty teaching disciplines 

(Feser & Haak, 2023) – it is important to provide some context on agricultural education. The 

agricultural education discussed in this manuscript takes place within high schools and/or career 

and technical education (CTE) centers. Agricultural education is part of CTE, or vocational 

education, and is often funded via separate state and federal dollars (i.e., Perkins Acts) set aside 

for CTE programming. Agricultural education has a unique three-component model (Croom, 

2008) which has been propagated within the discipline; the model is commonly referenced as the 

basis for exemplar agricultural education programs (i.e., National Quality Program Standards; 

The Council, 2016). The three-components include classroom/laboratory instruction, FFA via the 

National FFA Organization (an agricultural youth leadership development program), and 

supervised agricultural experiences (SAEs; a form of work-based learning wherein students 

translate their learning into applied, out-of-school contexts). Furthermore, there are ample 

opportunities for competition and contests within agricultural education, leading to these teachers 

being described as three-season varsity coaches along with their teaching load by a variety of 

people familiar with agricultural education, including Luke and Todd (participants in this study). 

The landscape of agricultural education is diverse, with some teachers having summer contracts 

and others having no supplemental funding, some teachers teaching with several other 

agriculture teachers in their schools and some being alone, and more. Despite the unique context 

of agricultural education, the authors feel this manuscript’s insights may inform the broader 

education literature base. 
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Literature Review 

Teacher identity has been explored across many teaching disciplines via many theoretical 

lenses. Three major categories of teacher identity literature are explored in this review: First-year 

teacher identity, agricultural educator identity, and broader insights on studying teacher identity.   

First-year Teacher Identity 

First-year teacher identity is unique. Feser and Haak (2023) identified a theme within 

their meta-analysis across science and science-related teacher identity; this theme suggests 

beginning teacher identity is different from veteran teacher identity due to “ongoing processes of 

identity change and maintenance throughout the entire professional life” (p. 303). Another theme 

identified by Feser and Haak (2023) suggested teachers of specialty subjects often have identities 

which are linked to those specialty topics, thereby differing from generalist teachers. These 

themes suggest there are intricacies to be explored within teachers of specialty topics and their 

identity development. 

Additional scholarship on teacher identity takes a more context-specific approach. 

Milford and Reed (2024) conducted a case study of two pre-service teachers – an 

English/language arts/mathematics teacher and a science/social studies teacher – who completed 

their student teaching and were hired at school districts where they student taught. Findings 

included failure being a crux of one of these teachers’ identities, a conceptualization of the self 

as an infant (i.e., a baby teacher), and a tendency to devalue their own knowledge/experience and 

defer to those with greater standing (Milford & Reed, 2024). As first-year teachers, these 

participants also reported a feeling of isolation. These powerful emotions were seen as 

detrimental to teacher longevity that must be overcome to promote retention within the career. 

These sentiments were not true for all first-year teachers, however. In a longitudinal study by 

Mehdizadeh et al. (2024), a foreign language teacher was invited to share his experiences with 

identity development over eight years of teaching. In his first year, this participant was well-

integrated into his community of educators and reported being comfortable with his actual self, 

working to actualize his imagined future self. The role of imagination is key in this context, as 

one must be able to imagine a hopeful future to be resilient through difficult times. For this 

teacher, identity tensions were not present until the second round of interviews in his fourth year 

of teaching, in which he was less certain of himself (Mehdizadeh et al., 2024). It is clear from 



  23 

these studies there is a diversity of experiences for first-year teachers and their identity 

development. 

Another important component of first-year teacher identity is emotion (Truong et al., 

2025) and emotion labor (Nazari et al., 2023). In their case study centering novice English as a 

foreign language teachers, Nazari et al. (2023) found emotion labor (i.e., navigating the emotions 

associated with teaching and relationships, especially negative emotions like stress) shaped how 

teachers imagined, engaged, and aligned with their community of practice (i.e., their schools). 

Times of emotion labor informed teacher identity construction, especially as it concerned teacher 

engagement with their context across time and space. Nazari et al. (2023) described how novice 

teachers are constantly engaged in their communities of practice, resulting in emotion labor 

influenced by the presence of absence of agency. This, in turn, informed how certain identities 

the teachers tried out could be verified or refuted by their communities, which sometimes 

resulted in the teachers aligning themselves to their communities in ways that “shield against the 

disharmonious professional contextualities” and resulted in the development of “strategic 

behaviors in order to survive and grow” (p. 10). This suggested the amount of emotion labor 

invested by teachers played a role in teacher identity development, especially as some teachers 

actively chose to present differently to protect themselves from emotion labor. Truong et al. 

(2025) also found emotion drove teacher agency; this suggested agency and emotion are 

intertwined and each informed teacher identity.  

Agricultural Educator Identity 

In agricultural education, scholars have examined various aspects of teacher identity. In 

their study regarding agricultural teacher identity and professional development, Shoulders and 

Myers (2011) argued agricultural education is “a subject in which teachers may hold professional 

identities very distinct to the profession” (p. 99). Shoulders and Myers (2011, p. 102) explained,  

“We posit that the societal views and expectations of agriculture teachers also have the 

potential to be unique when compared to other teachers, and these differences, combined 

with the history of agricultural education, can create a distinctive professional identity 

shared among many agriculture teachers.”  

Exploring this further, Shoulders (2018) found agriculture teachers’ identity was separate from 

identities as agriculturalists or as educators. The result is a siloing of professionals and the 

discipline of agricultural education, a potentially isolating notion for teachers. A feeling of 
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belonging has been shown to help pre-service teachers continue teaching, as it improves self-

efficacy, teacher identity, and felt competence (Bjorklund et al., 2020). Additionally, the 

alignment of beliefs between teacher and school/mentors is important for a sense of belonging 

and willingness to engage (Bjorklund et al., 2020). As Haddad et al. (2023) point out, areas of 

tension within communities may not be conducive to teacher longevity. 

Agriculture teacher identity is constructed in part by the social environments teachers are 

navigating (Traini et al., 2019, 2020, 2021). Traini et al. (2019) demonstrated teachers feeling 

pulled in different directions, between success and work-life balance, but never both. Tensions 

between success and balance do not end with this study. Traini et al. (2021) found agriculture 

teachers must navigate “multiple accountability partners,” “different expectations,” “little room 

for error,” and a perceived “arms race” between themselves and other teachers as they chase 

success and seek “validation” (p. 70). These authors indicated exploring the context of 

agricultural education and examining these forces at play is necessary. Our understanding of the 

expectations placed on teachers was extended by a study focused on second-generation 

agriculture teachers (SGATs). Pozderac et al. (2022) found these SGATs “inherited values, 

skills, practices, and beliefs from their father by immersion” (p. 56). While the participants of 

this study all had parents who were agriculture teachers, many agriculture teachers have a 

background in agriculture (Shoulders, 2018; Shoulders & Myers, 2011) or agricultural education 

via 4-H or FFA (Shoulders, 2018; Solomonson et al., 2019). Overall, social contexts are shaping 

how teachers feel they belong and their identities within the profession (Traini et al., 2021).  

Broader Insights on Teacher Identity 

Other scholars focus on the broader system of teacher identity formation. Hong et al. 

(2024, p. 160) wrote, “teachers’ identities do not exist in a vacuum; they are situated within a 

broader social-cultural-historical context that comes with its own constraints and affordances, 

such as cultural beliefs, ideologies, and master narratives present within particular societies.” 

This idea is reinforced by Feser and Haak’s (2023) meta-analysis, wherein a theme found teacher 

identities as fluid, informed by professional contexts, and being negotiated as teachers navigate 

their identities; this process of identity change was described as “complex and difficult, and 

sometimes even painful” (p. 303). Therefore, researchers need to heed to the context of teacher 

experiences. In agricultural education, this may require paying homage to the balance between 

agriculturalist, educator, and agricultural educator (Feser & Haak, 2023; Shoulders, 2018; 
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Shoulders & Myers, 2011). Furthermore, communities may come to their agriculture teacher 

with traditions, beliefs, and ideas of what agricultural education ought to look like, something the 

teacher must navigate as their identity develops (Traini et al., 2021). Hong et al. (2024, p. 162) 

reaffirm the importance of context to understanding teacher identity within their definition of 

teacher identity: 

“We define teacher identity as teachers’ understandings and beliefs about themselves as 

teachers in relation to other multiple intersecting identities, shaped through ongoing goal-

focused, agentic regulating processes that facilitate the interpretation and re-interpretation 

of personal and professional experiences which are situated within multilayered, social-

cultural-historical contexts.” 

Feser and Haak (2023) shared the multi-dimensionality of identity (i.e., identity being 

complex) as well as the importance of felt belonging and school culture to teacher identity. 

Truong et al. (2025) also found “institutional environments encompass both supportive and 

constraining factors significantly impacting the identity-cognition-emotion-agency interplay” (p. 

8), suggesting context and interactions are important for teacher identity development and 

navigation. As various studies illustrate, context for teachers matters and agricultural educators 

conceptualize themselves as specialists. With the conclusions of these scholars in mind, it is 

important to consider context as a driver of teacher identity, especially among disciplinary 

specialties. Therefore, this study sought to explore how a first-year agriculture teacher 

experienced identity development within his context. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study employed concepts from two theories: McClusky’s theory of margin (1963) 

and Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner’s landscapes of practice (2015). While these theories 

are different, they each offer helpful lenses for analysis within the school community context. 

These theories were utilized to frame the case study, lending terms, vocabulary, and concepts to 

assist the research team in thinking about the case conceptually. Therefore, these theories were 

primarily utilized to inform case framing and provide precise language. 

First, social learning theory, or landscape of practice (LoP) theory, was developed by 

Wenger-Treyner and Wenger-Treyner (2015). LoPs are local and contextual, characterized by 

each landscapes’ unique agents (i.e., people). As practitioners become familiar with their LoP, 

they must navigate the unique socio-cultural-historical-context which accompanies it (Hong et 
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al., 2024). In turn, members of the LoP will evaluate practitioner competence based on the 

current regime of competence, as defined by the members of the LoP. In the context of this case, 

the members of the LoP are Curtis’s supporters, whether administrators, students, or alumni. 

Practitioner identities are formed within LoPs and the two are intrinsically linked. Identities and 

perceived competence are informed by practitioner alignment, engagement, and imagination 

within a LoP (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015). Alignment refers to individual values 

and fit. Engagement refers to how a practitioner seeks opportunities to work within their LoP. 

Imagination is the space where practitioners and communities envision belonging and understand 

others’ perspectives. Each of these manifests differently based on a practitioner’s context, which 

is why locality is important for exploring identity-related phenomena. As career stage shifts, 

teachers may rely more heavily on one of these components; for example, Balmer et al. (2021) 

found early career medical educators employed imagination more frequently than those with five 

years of experience engaging with their LoP. Furthermore, every individual can be a part of 

multiple membership categories (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015), which may 

complicate their multiple identities in unique ways – all landscape dependent. LoP theory is 

helpful because it allows us to conceptualize boundaries for this system while heeding the 

context of the case.  

Each LoP is comprised of communities of practice (CoP). A singular CoP contains a 

group of individuals who are discussing and honing their practice (Buckley & Lee, 2018; Pyrko 

et al., 2019). A group of secondary science teachers could be considered a CoP (Polizzi et al., 

2021). An individual’s imagination of, alignment within, and engagement with a LoP and their 

CoP will inform their identity (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015). Individuals’ 

competence, socially negotiated between individual and stakeholder, will determine their ability 

to fit within their LoP. Further, specific practices will be informed by a professional’s CoP. 

In this case study, we examine how Curtis explores his LoP while being situated within 

multiple CoPs. CoPs Curtis is situated within include his school’s CoP as a teacher (Polizzi et al., 

2021), his agricultural program CoP as an agriculture teacher and FFA advisor (Traini et al., 

2021), his county’s agriculture teacher CoP as the regional advisor, and as a member of the 

broader Michigan and national agriculture teacher LoP (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 

2015). Within Curtis’s FFA chapter CoP, we have administrators, alumni members, and an 

advisory board as peripheral members and accountability partners who help shape the 
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occurrences within that CoP (Traini et al., 2021). As such, they have been invited to participate 

in this case study. While the CoP/LoP are helpful context, language from the theory of margin 

aids in identifying forces shaping Curtis’s experience. 

The theory of margin (McClusky, 1963) lends the language of load, power, and margin to 

this study. Load refers to everything in their lives a person must accomplish, whether it is at 

home, at work, or elsewhere. Power refers to a person’s ability to accomplish their load, having 

multiple dimensions, like financial, emotional, social, or collaborative power. Margin is the 

difference between power and load, the space in which an individual can learn, reflect, and add 

more to their load without adverse consequences for their wellbeing. Having greater margin in 

life is generally better for individuals who are trying to learn and develop (Hiemstra, 1993; 

McClusky, 1963).  

Methods 

A case study was conducted spanning the course of the 2024-2025 school year. This 

study was approved by Michigan State University’s Institutional Review Board. This case was 

selected because of its expected richness and capacity for informing our understanding 

(Flyvbjerg, 2006) of teacher identity formation via navigating a LoP. The lead researcher was 

close to the teacher partner, Curtis, as she was his student teaching supervisor and instructor; 

because of this relationship, it was evident Curtis was going to experience some unique 

community dynamics, emphasizing the potential for this case being one wherein learning about 

teacher identity and community interfaces could occur. Post-hoc, the research team has identified 

this case as an “extreme/deviant case” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 230), as it may represent a more ideal 

reality for an early career teacher and be atypical from other cases – a “best case scenario” of 

sorts.  

This case study most closely aligns with Merriam’s (1998) conceptualization of case 

studies as methodology. Throughout the process, triangulation was emphasized, aiming to gain 

multiple perspectives to best understand the case. Case boundaries are established in the findings 

section (Merriam, 1998; Mott & Haddad, 2025). In justifying the usage of a case study, scholars 

such as Flyvbjerg (2006), Thomas (2010), and Ruddin (2006) informed the author’s thinking 

about case study merits. Drawing from these authors, this study centers the value of phronesis 

(i.e., practical value and connectivity to real-life contexts), seeking to encourage “connection to 

one’s own situation” (Thomas, 2010, p. 579). As “cases generate precisely that concrete, 
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practical, and context-dependent knowledge” (Ruddin, 2006, p. 801) which can be transferred to 

the context of practitioners, we argue this case is one with value to agricultural education and 

education generally. Furthermore, this study was designed to value the “spirit of inquisitiveness” 

(Thomas, 2010, p. 579), and authors are not seeking this inquisitiveness to be “extinguished in a 

search for generality” (Thomas, 2010, p. 579). Therefore, in keeping with participatory research 

ethic, as well as case study methodologists, this case’s validity arises from the meaning made by 

readers, researchers, and practitioners throughout (Reason, 2006; Ruddin, 2006). This case was 

selected as the problem being studied is inherently context-dependent (Flyvbjerg, 2006); taking a 

case study approach can help to “clarify the deeper causes behind a given problem and its 

consequences” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 229). Therefore, the utility of this case study lies in its 

pragmatic nature, with a focus on practice and context to investigate problems with an inquisitive 

spirit, thus making meaning and connections to other scenarios (Flyvberg, 2006; Merriam, 1998; 

Mott & Haddad, 2025; Ruddin, 2006; Thomas, 2010).  

Participants 

Participants were purposively selected in collaboration between Curtis and the lead 

researcher. Individuals identified as playing a strong role in the school or community were 

invited to participate in an interview. Members of the local Alumni and Friends Chapter were 

also invited to participate. School colleagues and students were also identified as playing a major 

role in the teacher’s life, so these individuals were invited to participate as well. Each student 

was individually selected and invited by Curtis. Participants and their roles in the school 

community are outlined in Table 1. All participants have been assigned pseudonyms and 

identifying information has been removed from interview data to provide confidentiality to 

participants. 
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Table 1  

Participant Characteristics 

Pseudonym Community Role Relation to Case Age Pronouns 
Curtis First-year agriculture teacher, FFA 

Advisor 
 

Research Partner 25-35 He/Him 

Ron Alumni member, advisory board 
member, school board officer, former 
agriculture teacher in County, parent 
of former students 
 

Stakeholder 55-65 He/Him 

Jen Alumni member, advisory board 
member, FFA contest coach, 
volunteer, parent of former students, 
Towne native 
 

Stakeholder 55-65 She/Her 

Gary Alumni officer, spouse of former 
agriculture teacher, volunteer 
 

Stakeholder 25-35 He/Him 

Diane Alumni officer, mom of two current 
students and FFA members, volunteer 
 

Stakeholder 35-45 She/Her 

Luke State FFA supervisor, former 
agriculture teacher, community 
member 
 

Stakeholder 55-65 He/Him 

Emma Curtis’s spouse, volunteer 
 

Stakeholder 25-35 She/Her 

Todd Building principal 
 

Stakeholder 60-70 He/Him 

Beth Student, senior, chapter officer 
 

Stakeholder ≤ 18 She/Her 

Matt Student, senior, chapter officer 
 

Stakeholder ≤ 18 He/Him 

Nick Student, junior, chapter officer 
 

Stakeholder ≤ 18 He/Him 

Anna Student, sophomore, junior chapter 
officer 

Stakeholder ≤ 18 She/Her 

Note. To obfuscate participant identity, participant names were changed, age estimations are 

provided opposed to actual age, and some details have been omitted (e.g., officer roles). 
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Data Triangulation and Generation 

The research team utilized triangulation to ensure the credibility of results (Merriam, 

1998). Regarding data triangulation, multiple sources of data were generated, including 

researcher observations and immersion, field notes, and an analysis of Curtis’s social media. 

Curtis’s TikToks were analyzed to identify sentiments captured via the TikTok videos which 

may or may not have been expressed during interviews. 78 TikToks were analyzed; eight of 

these were photos to scroll through and 70 were videos, averaging a length of 16 seconds. The 

lead researcher also served on the school’s advisory committee as a postsecondary 

representative, attended a community-facing event to take observational notes, and had worked 

with Curtis closely the year before at the same school, providing more immersion within the case 

(Mott & Haddad, 2025). As a means of ensuring internal reliability and further triangulation 

(Merriam, 1998), the lead researcher also documented reflections from data generation to ensure 

relevant ideas were recorded. 

Eight semi-structured interviews were conducted with Curtis at various points throughout 

the school year. These interviews averaged a length of 65 minutes from time of recording; the 

first two interviews were held in a university building office, whereas the rest were conducted in-

person at the school. Community stakeholders like alumni supporters, administrators, and 

colleagues participated in semi-structured interviews as well, averaging a length of 40 minutes 

from time of recording. Stakeholder interviews occurred via phone, teleconference, or in-person. 

Student participants were invited to a focus group comprised of 4 students, which went on for 51 

minutes from time of recording; this interview was held in Curtis’s classroom. Curtis was present 

in the student focus group to provide comfort for students in talking with the researcher, 

acknowledging students would need to be encouraged to speak openly while Curtis was present.  

Data Analysis 

Interviews were inductively coded utilizing open and axial coding (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). While the theoretical framework informed researcher schemas, theories were not utilized 

to code deductively. The constant comparative method was also employed during the coding 

process (Glaser, 1965) to ensure data were sorted appropriately as codes emerged. The lead 

researcher conducted a round of preliminary coding, then the research team met to negotiate 

individual codes. This also served as a means of data verification (Morse, 2018). Concepts of 

McClusky’s theory of margin (1963) were employed when power, load, or margin were present 
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conceptually. As the findings were best presented by sorting codes into categories, categorization 

was conducted by the lead researcher. Categorization was conducted by bringing like codes 

together. 

Content from TikToks was analyzed via concept coding (Saldaña, 2016), with Saldaña 

describing a concept as a “word or short phrase that symbolically represents a suggested meaning 

broader than a single item or action – a bigger picture” (p. 119). The process of coding included 

reviewing 78 TikToks, assigning each a concept or multiple concepts expressed by the video; 

multiple concepts were only assigned if their content spoke to each. Concepts derived from these 

videos included personal identity fulfillment, teacher identity fulfillment, job tensions, and 

community. Once coded, the researcher talked through findings with Curtis to see if he resonated 

with what was discovered. When tweaks were needed, they were made. All relevant aspects from 

researcher immersion, observation, and field notes were utilized to evaluate the credibility of 

interviewees and what was imagined versus reality; based on a review of these documents, no 

credibility concerns were identified. 

Findings and Discussion 

This case centers Towne High School (THS), which is situated within the community of 

Towne. Towne is situated within County, wherein “we have eight public high schools… with 

seven active FFA chapters, and that has always been that way” (Todd). To give an idea of the 

broader landscape, County is situated within one of six FFA regions in Michigan. This area is 

highly competitive as it pertains to FFA competitions. Curtis shared with me Ron’s thinking on 

the region, calling it a “gauntlet” and indicating “you have to be ready to win states to get out of 

regionals sometimes.” Yet, there are many teachers in County who are sure to help Curtis with 

seemingly anything he needs. 

Curtis describes Towne as “a very rural community” where “over 50% of our students 

qualify for free and reduced lunch through the state.” Additionally, Curtis said there are “a lot of 

students that come from split households,” and “10 to 15%” are “almost transient in nature,” 

only staying in the community for “two to three years” before “they have to move and move on.” 

Per Curtis, “we're a district of about a thousand kids, a little over 340 in the high school.” THS is 

a school which has their high school and middle school students in the same building. The 

building is well-managed and well-maintained, having just secured a new bond and new 

classroom furniture.  
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Todd shared more about the history of the THS agricultural education program; having 

been the principal since 2017 and involved in the district since 1999, he has seen four agriculture 

teachers within the program, the fourth being Curtis. Regarding these teachers, he shared: “And 

they're all good.” Jen offered more insights on the agricultural education program: “Towne has 

always had a very strong community around their FFA program and Agriscience program.” Jen 

also offered more insight into who is involved in the Alumni and Friends Chapter: “We have 

new parents, but we also have parents and grandparents of kids who, you know, are now out ten 

years out of the chapter, but they're still involved.” During one of the Advisory Board meetings 

the lead researcher attended, members remarked on the need for repairs for the road leading to 

the back of the building, where the greenhouse and barn are located. The next time the lead 

researcher visited THS, this road had been fixed. This demonstrates a commitment to program 

infrastructure and an administration supportive of its agricultural program. Participants in this 

study shared a variety of benefits from having an agriculture program at THS. Many participants 

emphasized a focus on agricultural literacy, like Nick. Nick explains,  

“[It’s important to teach] everyone the importance of agriculture, and I think it's 

important for people to know where their food comes from. And that's why agriculture 

education kind of, to me, exists, is to educate students on where their food comes from, 

but also just the agricultural industry as a whole. I mean, many people don't realize that 

there's so many different job opportunities that come from the ag industry and it's not just 

about livestock and farming itself, and being able to educate others on that is, I think, 

very important.” 

Once Nick was finished sharing, Beth chimed in, adding: “It's not even just about food too, like 

forestry and all the other agricultural products that we get that aren't necessarily just like [in the] 

grocery store are important too.” Each participant in this study shared how they felt agricultural 

education existed to help achieve agricultural literacy in various communities, including their 

own. Other benefits of agricultural education shine through as well, including building a 

willingness in students to invest in their community (Luke), teaching leadership (Anna, Beth, 

Jen, Luke, Nick, Ron), career awareness (Diane, Emma, Todd), pubic speaking skills (Gary, 

Matt, Ron), comfort with social situations (Diane, Gary, Matt), providing opportunities (Beth, 

Diane, Gary, Matt), building friendships (Beth, Gary, Matt, Jen), developing soft skills (i.e., time 

management, organization, teamwork; Anna, Jen, Matt, Nick, Todd), hands-on learning (Beth, 
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Matt, Nick, Ron), and feeling belonging (Anna, Beth, Diane, Matt). At THS, Curtis and 

stakeholders are providing ample opportunities for developing agricultural literacy and benefit 

from the agricultural education program. 

At one of THS’s many public-facing events, the researcher observed a keen sense of 

community. There were booths to showcase the rich history of the THS FFA chapter, boasting 

nearly 90 years of successful agricultural education within Towne. They proclaimed “shaping 

tomorrows agricultural leaders” while showcasing a variety of student-earned awards, FFA 

memorabilia, and a chapter scrapbook featuring currently enrolled students. Students were 

present at this event, playing a large role in staffing various booths. Also present were other 

teachers from County, a pre-service teacher currently student teaching, Emma, Ron, Jen, and 

other stakeholders. Ron was working to fundraise, and Jen ensured the cafeteria was well-

managed for attendees. During this event, Curtis reported a late night, an early morning, and 

vendors being a tough bunch to satisfy. 

Curtis himself has had career experience outside of teaching. He was hired into his role at 

THS after completing his student teaching there. He is someone who isn’t afraid to ask for help, 

regularly referencing the people he’s requested help from. Curtis is a storyteller who cares 

deeply for his students and their success, but he also feels that students must take responsibility 

for their success, too. As a teacher, Curtis has a big heart and a penchant for being sarcastic, 

which he acknowledges and likes to joke about using as a classroom management technique. 

Overall, Curtis is good-natured and easygoing (so long as he is permitted to be), responsible, and 

his own worst critic. A quote which captures the essence of Curtis is this: “I know I'm doing 

good. I don't believe it when people tell me it, you know, yet I know it. Because I’m, I'm the 

biggest self-critic.” 

County, Towne, THS, THS FFA, and Curtis are all important factors in this case study. 

LoP theory demonstrates imagination, alignment, and engagement are all important actions 

which inform teacher identity development. Presented below are several key findings of this 

study: Alignment between Curtis and stakeholders, imagination within a CoP/LoP, managing 

Curtis’s workload, Curtis’s identity development across time, and setting Curtis up for retention. 

Alignment between Curtis and Stakeholders 

This section presents several codes which speak to the alignment between Curtis and 

community supporters. These codes are showcased in Table 2, alongside an exemplar quote. 
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During his time at THS, Curtis has built relationships with people who are able and willing to 

help him and his students. The THS community is incredibly passionate and wants to help their 

selected teacher, Curtis, succeed in his role. 
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Table 2 

Codes Representing Synergy Between Teacher and Stakeholders 

Code Exemplar Quote Speaker 
Community 
Supporting 
Teacher 
 

“Yeah, it's my program, but I'm not the not the one doing 
everything.”  

Curtis 

Finding Power “I'm really excited about that class [Conservation]. It's just my 
passion.”  
 

Curtis 

Good Intentions 
from Supporters 

“I would like to think I'm helping [Curtis] more than I'm 
hurting.”  
 

Diane 

Supporter 
Bolstering 
Power 

“[W]e [Ron and Jen] sit on this advisory board, so we support 
him that way. Being on the school board, I, I always tell him, I 
am a lever for you to pull. So when you need something through 
the superintendent, through the board, through finances, through 
whatever, all you do is call me, and I will pull that lever for you, 
and we'll make that happen.”  
 

Ron 

Supporter 
Taking Load 

“Our goal is to take things off of his plate. And that's a, in my 
mind, a huge thing for me, an ag teacher myself.” 
  

Ron 

Synergy 
Between 
Teacher and 
Stakeholder 

“So it was nice to see her perspective too, because I think she 
sees a lot of the things that I see, which is nice to have from 
alumni.” 

Curtis 

Curtis is in a location rich with synergies between himself and his supporters. He 

acknowledges this multiple times across multiple interviews. Luke shared a strategy of his which 

helped him as a teacher, and this strategy is one Curtis seems to have access to: 

“If we [teacher and community member] work together and find a solution together and 

you think you're part of that solution, then you're going to fight like crazy to make that 

solution work, and I did that a lot. I hadn't taught very long before I figured that out.” 

In his quote, Luke is referencing the need to get stakeholders on board with your causes as 

teachers. Diane provides evidence she is aligned with Curtis and his teaching, saying,  

“I know I very strongly feel that he wants what's best for the kids, wants to see the 

program grow, wants the alumni to be more active and involved so that they can bring 

more opportunities to the kids. So definitely, we both, feel the same there.” 
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This alignment is also present with Todd, who goes a step further, sharing, “The input 

from those other groups is wonderful, and their help can be invaluable. But he [Curtis] is the ag 

science teacher. He is the FFA leader.” While Todd acknowledges and appreciates help for 

Curtis from supporters, he also reinforces to Curtis who has the final say – Curtis himself. These 

synergies help Curtis maintain some amount of margin in life. 

Supporters are finding ways to improve Curtis’s margin, from both bolstering his power 

and reducing his load. Examples of how supporters are bolstering Curtis’s power include: 

providing meaningful classroom décor, being enthusiastic, guiding conversations, extending 

help, extending opportunities, documentation, camaraderie, sharing diverse experiences, 

receptivity, trust, mentorship, generating ideas, donating funds, building strong relationships, 

sharing appreciation, donating time, providing emotional supports, ensuring adequate financial 

compensation, and encouraging Curtis to pursue his passions. While this power bolstering is 

quite impressive, supporters are also doing their best to reduce Curtis’s load. Students, alumni, 

mentors, and administration are doing this by completing necessary tasks as requested, easing 

worries, redirecting anger from community members, dismissing him from meetings, coaching 

contest teams, volunteering to judge contests, transporting students, event assistance (organizing, 

facilitating, staffing), providing resources (from community, school, and county), purchasing 

premade curriculum, facilitating conversations, fundraising, being leaders, being responsible, and 

assisting with missed work makeup. Overall, many of Curtis’s key supporters are doing a great 

deal to help him increase his power and decrease his load, thus assisting him in maintaining 

margin. 

By assisting Curtis with maintaining margin, THS stakeholders are trying to provide him 

with the space he needs to learn, grow, and develop as a teacher. If they were not making this 

dedicated and often coordinated effort, Curtis may face even more trials and tribulations in his 

first year of teaching. Even with community supports, there were plenty of factors which worked 

to decrease Curtis’s margin.  

Imagination Within a CoP/LoP  

There are two major areas in which Curtis experienced decreased margin and tried to 

manage it himself – while navigating his CoP/LoP and while navigating/coping with his load. 

This process involved a lot of imagination as Curtis navigated his CoP/LoP. Table 3 showcases 
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codes which inform how imagination within a CoP/LoP may have impacted Curtis’s identity and 

margin in life. 

Table 3 

Factors Impacting Identity From Navigating CoP/LoP 

Code Exemplar Speaker 
Expectations 
for Agriculture 
Teacher 
 

“You take this place over, you better do the crap they're doing 
because [community members] expect you to do crap.” 

Luke 

First-year 
Teacher 

“I appreciate the fact that a lot of people do not see me as a first-
year teacher, but I don't want them to overlook the fact that I'm 
a first-year teacher.” 
 

Curtis 

Imagination 
vs. Reality 

“I did not imagine it would be this much of a headache, but 
we're making progress.” 
 

Curtis 

Students Need 
to be 
Responsible 

“You know, [Curtis] can only encourage so much - if [students 
are] not interested to go the extra mile, to do the contest, to do 
the skills, to do the, the extra legwork, they're only going to get 
so much out of it.” 
 

Diane 

Tensions with 
Agriculture 
Teachers 

“I think [other agriculture teachers in the region] are all mad at 
me right now.” 

Curtis 

Imagination plays heavily into these codes, especially as it concerns reality. Expectations 

for agriculture teachers, including who they should be, how they conduct themselves, and what 

they ought to do, were included by many participants in this study. Todd shared, “I'm not 

organized enough to be an ag teacher.” He added, “I've never heard of a case where an FFA ag 

teachers left somebody else hung out to dry, that's just not who they are. They believe in 

service.” Ron said the following: “You gotta be a special type of crazy to be an ag teacher. Trust 

me.” These quotes showcase a variety of expectations for agriculture teachers, which Curtis 

himself included in his interviews. These expectations inform perceptions of whether one 

belongs in a community and assist community members in evaluating the competence of the 

teacher. Not meeting these expectations could have a tremendous impact on a teacher’s 

experience, just as it has impacted Curtis. Fortunately, Curtis and his community are synergistic; 

their ideas of what competence means are compatible. 
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While this compatibility is a boon, Curtis has been navigating competence between 

himself and other agriculture teachers. Tensions between agriculture teachers largely stemmed 

from individual teachers, as well as Curtis’s perceptions of how teachers felt based on decisions 

regional officers were making for regional activities. Curtis was asked if he often compared 

himself to other agriculture teachers, and he shared those feelings ebb and flow for him. He tries 

to ground himself, though:  

“So I think that's the hard part is everybody goes, well this is what the other chapters are 

doing. Okay, well, we're not them. If they're doing something cool I'm going to steal it… 

But, like, why does it matter how many kids compete?” 

He is working to reconcile what is imagined, like the pressure to have kids compete, to what is 

real – how those numbers may matter. Other interpersonal tensions here often related to differing 

expectations for agriculture teachers and what they ought to be doing. For example, Curtis and 

another teacher had a dispute wherein Curtis felt the teacher did not properly credit a volunteer 

who had coached a successful contest team.  

Being a first-year teacher brought with it a healthy dose of evaluating imagination versus 

reality, leaving Curtis to reconcile what he anticipated with what had occurred. Curtis knew, 

acutely, he was a first-year teacher, sharing more on what he imagined that was like. Todd 

complemented this, sharing how Curtis was less “green” than other teachers he’d hired. 

Understanding what being a first-year teacher meant was a challenge for Curtis, especially 

because of student teaching in his mentor’s classroom the year prior and now transitioning into 

his own program at THS. A lot of Curtis’s imaginings regarded what students should be doing, 

often providing dissatisfying results. Many of Curtis’s supporters and Curtis himself 

acknowledged students needed to be responsible and take ownership of their own agricultural 

education experiences. Quotes within this code reference the classroom/lab, FFA, and SAE. In 

all three domains, students need to ensure they are working hard themselves and take 

responsibility for their own learning and development. 

As this imagination element occurred, Curtis was engaging with his CoP/LoP. Despite 

efforts from community supporters to help him maintain a healthy amount of margin in life, 

Curtis still needed to find ways to manage and cope with his workload.  
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Managing his Workload 

A large part of this study focused on how Curtis’s workload was shaped, internally and 

externally, as well as how people influenced Curtis’s workload. Explored in Table 4 are a variety 

of different factors which affected Curtis’s load, both positively and negatively. These largely 

stem from engagement within Curtis’s community context, within his CoP/LoP. Overall, this 

study’s participants focused more on load than power. 
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Table 4 

Factors Impacting Identity From Navigating CoP/LoP 

Code Exemplar Speaker 
Bearing Load 
with Humor 
 

“Yep, sarcasm as a classroom management strategy? No, 
never.” 

Curtis 

Boundary 
Friction 
 

“I learned how to say no, and now I'm bad at it again.” Curtis 

Fear of Messing 
Up 

“It would be like, oh, man, I made a mistake. Now somebody is 
going to come yell at me. And, you know, we expect better and 
all this stuff.” 
 

Curtis 

Load Reduction 
Strategies 

“I mean, every teacher in their first couple of years has these 
grand ideas of how they're going to do things, but after the first 
marking period, I was like, why am I wasting my time and 
effort trying this? Like, I can only make kids care so much and 
I'm not giving up on them, but like, the missing work kills me.” 
 

Curtis 

Lack of 
Predictability 

“But like in general, I think that he will be able to just work 
with the workload more. I don't necessarily think it will become 
any easier as time goes on. Maybe more like predictable and 
understood.” 
 

Emma 

Load from 
Program 
Management 

“The blessing and the curse of FFA and agriscience education is 
that it is a freakin' monster. They add things every year and 
hardly ever do they say, oh, by the way, we're going to take this 
away. No, we just keep adding and adding and adding and we, 
and, so, there's always something to do.” 
 

Ron 

Load Symptoms 
 

“I do not remember January and February.” Curtis 

School-Based 
Load 

“Because what the hell? Like, I understand that the state budget 
reduced cost-- reduced CTE money by 20%. Where's the other 
[$2400]? So I don't know what that’ll entail.” 
 

Curtis 

Society-Based 
Load 

“It's just that that group of kids, those families that are there, 
there is no push at home. There is no self-preservation in mind. 
They are just here.” 
 

Curtis 

Students Adding 
Load 

“If I try to make you guys do anything you're going to throw a 
hissy fit anyways.” 
 

Curtis 

Pride in Students “But I appreciate the ones that are actually trying and asking 
questions.” 

Curtis 
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Load was added to Curtis’s life by a variety of living and non-living components. These 

were sorted into a few different codes: Load from program management, school-based load, 

society-based load, and students adding load. Load from program management involved how 

FFA, SAE, and livestock/facility management were stressing Curtis. Caring for the school’s hogs 

occupied a great deal of our February interview, wherein Curtis was checking the barn camera on 

his phone, counting piglets, and sharing how he was sick and needed rest after waking up hourly 

to check on the sows. The greenhouse was also a major source of stress for Curtis initially, with 

him sharing, “I just want this greenhouse done. But I need to find some grants.” Once the 

greenhouse was finished, he felt much better. 

School-based load and society-based load pertain to the factors within school or society 

which influenced Curtis’s teaching. The school-based load code hearkens to how school policies, 

programs, and infrastructure created more load for Curtis. During our December interview, 

Curtis shared: “Still don't have pin pad access on the barn.” Regarding the school’s phone policy 

implemented this year, “the hard part is the school won't just say, ‘This is it. This is the policy.’ 

They leave it very open to us [the teachers]. Their, their limitation was we don't want to see them 

[phones].” This sort of communication may increase teacher workloads, as it did for Curtis. 

Society-based load largely relates to how changes in societal factors, such as parenting styles, 

social media/technology, and government mandates are increasing load for Curtis. Disengaged 

parents were a major source of load, with Curtis saying students were failing classes “because 

the parents aren't involved. There's, there's no home support. They, they, there's no repercussions 

to not doing their work.” Another parent took to social media to complain about a programmatic 

offering, and Curtis texted me about it after it happened. I commiserated with him. Later, he 

shared, “I don't understand her. I don't. Why do you let your kid take this class and be involved 

in this program if all you're going to do is bash the program on Facebook? Goodness gracious.” 

Finally, Curtis was facing a great deal of pressure to secure credentials for his students, which 

are now tied to program funding. These are all examples of how external agents, or forces, are 

influencing Curtis’s load. 

As Curtis progressed through the year, his attitude toward teaching shifted. He began 

sharing more about his load reduction strategies. These load reduction strategies largely relate to 

setting boundaries, preserving his peace, and finding efficient strategies. At the beginning of the 

year especially, Curtis tried to set and maintain boundaries. He pushed his students hard to begin 
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logging their SAE hours into their agricultural experience tracker (AET; a software for 

agricultural and SAE record keeping) for ease of completing degrees, a battle he fought for quite 

some time, requiring innovation and efficient strategies to see progress in his students. Yet, when 

he spoke with me, he was adamant he would not be taking time during his summers to get 

students caught up on their SAE hour logging, stating “I'm not doing that.” While he fought 

students to get them to log their hours, there were other battles he chose not to engage with. In 

fact, he began to focus on preserving his peace: 

“I guess that's the biggest difference from like the start of the year to now is it's just like, 

go ahead. Like, do what you're going to do. I'm going to, I'm going to help the ones out 

that want my help. And I'm going to make sure you don't suffer. Like, but I'm not putting 

my time and energy into you anymore.” 

This strategy was applied to students and stakeholders who were creating challenges for Curtis. 

Fortunately, efficient strategies were implemented throughout his experience, especially with 

technology to help him address other challenges, like grading and barn chores.  

With such a burgeoning load, Curtis had to find ways to cope. Coping mechanisms for 

Curtis included his TikTok, being humorous, and trying to focus on the good things students 

were doing. Pride in students was evidenced via conversations with Curtis; many of these points 

of pride stemmed from students taking responsibility and engaging with leadership opportunities. 

Other participants also conveyed a sense of pride in students who worked to grow and develop 

leadership qualities. Curtis was also sure to let his personality and sarcasm shine in a variety of 

exchanges, wherein he was navigating job tensions and trying to keep a sense of humor about 

things. A lot of this had to do with the emotional load students added, primarily via creating 

classroom management challenges or complaining about how things were being implemented. 

When sharing how students felt he was a jerk, he sarcastically quipped, “Yeah, I'm a jerk.” To 

me, a means of distancing himself from emotional harm coming from sentiment like this being 

directed toward him, especially from students, whom he cares deeply about. As Beth said, “We 

give him a lot of crap, but, like, he, he cares.” 
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Curtis’s Identity Development Across Time 

Another aspect Curtis had to contend with was how his identity developed over time. He 

demonstrated a variety of considerations he made to inform his identity and feel successful as a 

first-year teacher at THS. These codes are displayed in Table 5, along with exemplar quotes. 

 

Table 5 

Codes Derived from Curtis’s Identity Development Journey 

Code Exemplar Quote Speaker 
Supporting 
Students 
 

“So I just want I just want to be able to have conversations and 
come up with ideas and come up with a solution for the 
problems that the kids are facing.” 
 

Curtis 

Ownership 
 

“But I got to know him, and he never wants to be a burden. I'm 
like, dude, there are things you got to cue me in on because I can 
help.” 
 

Todd 

Student 
Expectations 
 

“I'm glad that they picked up on that because, yeah, I do get 
pissed off and I stop. I just... I can't tolerate being disrespectful 
and that will burn out really fast.” 
 

Curtis 

Comfort with 
Risk 
 

“I'm trying to not… I tried to really go into this with an open 
mind because I am, you know, new. It's a new concept. Cool. 
Let's give it a shot.” 
 

Curtis 

Seeking Success 
 

“I think a lot of the other answers we have were like, either he's 
going to help us because he has expertise or even if he doesn't, 
he'll find someone like even for outside of FFA stuff.” 
 

Beth  

Desire for 
Engagement 
 

“He's a, he's a good leader in the class. I feel like he makes the 
kids feel comfortable. He's kind of got a silly side to him that I 
feel [her children] really appreciate.” 
 

Diane 

Figuring 
Himself Out 

“I feel better than I did at the start of the semester. Ask me again 
in three weeks.” 

Curtis 

Throughout the course of the study, it was clear there were some aspects of teacher identity 

Curtis was committed to maintaining. The first was providing supports, no matter what they may 

have looked like to his students. This was driven by his desire for success. Curtis wanted his care 

for his students to be something visible and felt by his students. He is someone who extends 
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grace and second chances to students, while striving to set and maintain expectations for those he 

works with. He shared a story about an experience he had in class:  

“Especially because I looked at one of the juniors this year and I was like, I have 

basically like two rules. Don't be on your phone and don't throw things. And you've 

broken both of them in the first five minutes of class. Like, I don't ask for a lot.” 

He is working to make his expectations clear, to reinforce them, and to make it known that he 

cares for students and wants to see them succeed. A part of his philosophy is embodied in this 

quote: “And it's like, how do you have these kids work towards a goal or, you know, expect them 

to sell this and things like that if you don't communicate that?”  

While Curtis is dedicated to supporting students and seeking student success, he is also 

comfortable with risk. For example, the opportunity arose to grow poinsettias and, despite never 

having tried this before, Curtis gave it a try. It did not end up being a feasible fundraiser this 

year, but he was okay with that. Curtis’s comfort with risk is, in part, complicated by the 

immense feelings of ownership and responsibility over his program he experiences. He captured 

this feeling as he was discussing how things felt this year after he had student-taught at THS the 

prior year: “Just, the only thing that's changed is it's now my program and I don't know why I 

feel like that makes it any different, because not a whole lot has changed.” When working 

through relationships and challenges, he takes responsibility onto himself: “And I said, it's a 

frustration, and I recognize that we have to work together to fix that.” He is viewing himself as 

the leader of the program, and, from his perspective, is now the one who is responsible for its 

success. Yet, he acknowledges elsewhere this perception is untrue, as his supporters help him in 

a plethora of ways to achieve his goals. These discordant feelings were often present in the same 

interviews, demonstrating tension in identity construction.  

Setting Curtis up for Retention 

Finally, we see evidence of Curtis’s first year being regarded positively. He is willing to 

imagine a bright future and several codes demonstrate this as his reality. Other stakeholders were 

doing this imagining as well, hoping to help Curtis be retained as THS’s agriculture teacher and 

FFA Advisor. Table 6 showcases these forward-looking codes and exemplar quotes. 
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Table 6 

Codes Demonstrating an Enthusiasm for Longevity At THS 

Code Exemplar Speaker 
Anticipating a 
Positive Future 

“I literally was telling my alumni, you know, a couple of the 
alumni people after the meeting last night, I said, this is I feel like 
going to be a great group of freshmen.” 
 

Curtis 

Longevity “And [Curtis is] trying to encourage more people to get involved 
and more people to join. And he's like, he's getting a middle 
school class for the middle schoolers so they can get involved, 
like earlier than just freshman year.” 
 

Matt 

Feeling of 
Support 

[Recounting how he was depressed] “And I think that's why it's 
important to realize in two years I've gone from that extreme to, 
yeah, I've been doing this for a decade. No I haven't! It's, it's been 
six months! And that's a hard thing to I mean, think about 
sometimes, but the community has just made it that way. And not 
just the [Towne] community. The [County] community. This 
weird, fun loving group of basically brothers that are 30 some 
years apart in age.” 

Curtis 

Despite it all, Curtis has been anticipating a positive future – and he is not doing this in 

isolation. He is excited to see what new students bring, and students are excited to see how 

Curtis develops as a teacher. Nick shared,  

“So I'm sure 3 to 4 years from now, yeah, he's going to be a totally different teacher 

because he's going to be teaching the classes that he wants to. He's going to know what 

the heck is going on and it's going to be good.”  

Todd shared, “It's a very worthwhile program. I hope it goes on forever.” He is trying to do his 

part to ensure Curtis is afforded the ability to keep the program around, just like the many 

stakeholders interviewed for this study. Everyone involved has a vested interest in Curtis’s 

retention at THS. 

Furthermore, it is abundantly clear Curtis feels tremendous support from many people 

within THS, Towne, and County. This feeling of support is deeply embodied, and supporters like 

Ron, Jen, Emma, and Todd are all working hard to ensure Curtis can access this feeling of 

support – a feeling of belonging. Emma shared, “[Curtis] knows I'm always there to help us 

figure out the logistics.” Other agriculture teachers were also a key support pillar, with two being 

referenced by name as they had helped Curtis with many of the pig problems he was facing. 
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Curtis shared, “Yeah, I mean, it's just the group of people we have is good and makes it a good 

environment. They answer the questions, they step up and help.” Ron and Jen invite Curtis and 

Emma out to dinner and have them over to their house, with Jen leading an “agriculture teacher 

spousal support group” to help Emma, as both Jen and Emma felt they were “married to the 

FFA” being married to their husbands. There are many layers of support for Curtis, and these are 

deep and profoundly felt. 

Summary 

Overall, the findings from this case study provide valuable insights into our research 

questions. These key takeaways are explained further below.  

How is a first-year teacher’s identity impacted by their landscape of practice? 

Our data suggest Curtis’s identity was impacted by his landscape of practice in a plethora 

of ways. He was supported by his synergistic communities of practice as he explored what being 

an agriculture teacher meant to him. His community tried to ensure he had a heathy amount of 

margin in life, which assisted in having the mental space to process complex identity formation 

processes (Hong et al., 2024). 

How is a first-year teacher’s workload shaped, internally or externally? 

Regarding RQ2, Curtis’s workload was shaped by internal factors, such as his desire to 

see students succeed, his innate desire to build connections, and his intrinsic motivation to 

develop a strong THS agriculture program. Curtis’s workload was also shaped by external 

factors, like school- and society-based load, load from program and facility management, load 

from students, and community stakeholders working to promote Curtis’s power and decrease 

Curtis’s load.  

How do school community members influence a teacher’s workload? 

School community members had many ways of impacting a teacher’s workload. In this 

study, Curtis’s stakeholders worked to support him via personal, emotional, and physical means. 

Many of Curtis’s supporters actively sought to help him make it through his first year of 

teaching, aiming to take aspects of his workload to ensure he was not overburdened by existing 

expectations stemming from this historic program. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Overall, this case study demonstrates the power of community synergy and support in 

shaping a first-year teacher’s power, load, and margin in life. Furthermore, establishing oneself 
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as a competent individual, as Curtis has, may be less challenging when an individual has inherent 

alignment with their community. This helps confirm Haddad et al.’s (2023) assertion that 

community tensions may negatively impact a teacher and their boundary setting. While Curtis 

and his supporters are not in perfect alignment, they are also not actively vying for control over 

the program or presenting hurdles to one another.  

This case also illustrates how an embodied feeling of support may inspire feelings of 

positivity and visions of longevity, from a teacher as well as stakeholders (i.e., Haddad et al., 

2023; Milford & Reed, 2024; Nazari et al., 2023; Traini et al., 2021). By implementing a great 

deal of practical actions to both bolster Curtis’s power and reduce his load, stakeholders 

interviewed did their best to ensure Curtis had workable amounts of margin in life. The domain 

these stakeholders have the least amount of influence over – the classroom/lab – was the place in 

which the least help was provided. As Curtis conceptualizes himself as an agriculture teacher 

first, the classroom/laboratory is primarily his responsibility. Students and classroom elements 

presented many challenges to Curtis, especially as he navigated his identity as a teacher. As 

Curtis is interacting with his students every day, it makes sense for the greatest amount of strife 

to come from the classroom domain. As he can bear the load of the FFA alongside talented, 

appreciative, and hard-working supporters, the burden from the FFA component is lessened. The 

SAE component is bore in large part by Curtis as well, but this component is one which could 

relate more heavily to students and their own implementations. Students need to be responsible, 

after all. The three-component model, when taken as a whole, was well-supported by THS’s 

community. 

Looking across the literature, this study speaks to several others. Disberger et al. (2023) 

highlighted the need to differentiate between early career and veteran teachers, which individuals 

at THS were sure to do – especially Curtis. For Curtis’s unique context, this line becomes 

blurred, but he still reflected on being a first-year teacher and what that meant to him. Next, 

Curtis displayed a great deal of community building and connection making, ideally supporting 

his retention within the profession (DeLay & Washburn, 2013). As THS’s school environment is 

incredibly supportive, Curtis is facing minimal barriers from administrators, supporting his 

retention (Berry et al., 2021; Buchanan et al., 2013; Hasselquist et al., 2017; Walker et al., 2004); 

however, some issues with students, parents, and social media may present further challenges for 

him. 
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Traini et al. (2019) found early career teachers felt they could have success or work-life 

balance, but not both. In Curtis’s case, supporters are helping him find success and trying to 

support his work-life balance – Curtis may be one of the few first-year agriculture teachers 

where having both success and balance is more feasible. I asked Curtis for his perception on this 

post-hoc, and he shared, “I honestly would say both! It truly does come down to your support 

group and I know I have an alumni base who can run things without me if I needed it.” This 

demonstrates Curtis’s definition of success and work-life balance which may differ from 

participants in Traini et al.’s (2019) study. This warrants further examination. 

Components of being a successful agriculture teacher outlined by Traini et al. (2019) 

include winning awards, blue banners, securing grant dollars, having more students enrolled in 

programs, and high FFA participation. Curtis acknowledged pressure to do the same throughout, 

but maintained he saw himself as successful – likely because, like the participants in Traini et al. 

(2019), Curtis’s personal definition of success differed from these expectations of success 

experienced by agriculture teachers. Additionally, (healthy) work-life balance is also subjective 

(when not explicitly defined); Traini et al. (2019, p. 248) argued,  

“[W]hile participants acknowledged tensions that exist between notions of success and 

notions of work-life balance, any progress on achieving such balance is done in vain as 

no examples of balanced agriculture teachers exist, and messages about success and 

work-life balance are paradoxical and unsubstantiated.”  

Curtis feels he has achieved work-life balance to some degree, yet his spouse (who is “married to 

the FFA”) and other supporters are also working together to help him achieve this perception. 

Does someone have work-life balance if that balance requires multiple individuals to maintain it? 

When it comes to teaching agriculture and feeling balance, is a Towne required? This is, perhaps, 

a testament to why Curtis’s case is being classified as deviant by the authors of this study. 

Curtis’s case is deviant because finding a combination of these historic programs with 

high-caliber supporters like Ron, Jen, Gary, and Diane may be incredibly challenging, especially 

when an informed principal like Todd and students such as Beth, Nick, Matt, and Anna are 

involved in leadership roles. Furthermore, Emma’s support and interest in helping Curtis assist 

him with work-life balance, too. Curtis, being a first-year teacher with prior managerial 

experience, who was hired in at the same district where he student-taught, is also incredibly 

unique. Recreating THS and Curtis’s experience would be a challenge indeed.  
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Overall, supporters may play a role in the feasibility of both success and work-life 

balance for agriculture teachers, especially those who enter the profession at historic programs. 

Harnessing positive support from individuals who understand their community can be incredibly 

powerful for early career teachers, especially first-year teachers, and provide more opportunities 

for healthier amounts of margin in life. 

Limitations and Recommendations 

As this is a case study, certain insights will be unique to this case. As this case is an 

extreme/deviant case (Flyvbjerg, 2006), the authors do not anticipate a great deal of 

generalizability from this case. Transferability is more realistic, and the overarching message of 

this work is likely transferable to a variety of contexts: The more synergies there are between a 

teacher and their community, the more likely the teacher will be retained. 

Recommendations for practitioners and their community supporters largely relate to 

bolstering synergies between teachers and stakeholders. While teachers are likely to try their best 

within a job they are selected for, others play an important role in shaping the teacher’s 

workload, margin in life, and identity development. As a supporter, try to learn to anticipate 

teacher needs; offer plenty of help in practical ways; and communicate respect, support, and 

appreciation. Students, as the primary contacts for teachers daily, would do well to try to 

minimize added burden. Seizing opportunities for responsibility and leadership are immensely 

helpful. Parents and guardians, taking an active role in your student’s life is helpful not only for 

your student, but also for their teacher.  

Recommendations for future research include conducting more studies on how 

community synergy or conflict may impact teacher retention. Teachers, while often the focus of 

teacher retention studies, do not teach in a vacuum – their identities are formed in tandem with 

their socio-cultural-historical context (Hong et al., 2024) and the people within it, so these 

factors must be considered. Discovering how supporters, teachers, administrators, and others 

may increase synergies practically may help communities who wish to see their teachers retained 

do just that – retain their teachers. As all these aspects are interconnected, this necessitates a 

systemic approach to exploring these phenomena. Furthermore, generating insights which may 

be widely applicable to various teaching contexts could be vastly beneficial for addressing the 

issue of teacher retention.  
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Chapter Five: Key Insights, Conclusions, and Recommendations 
The three manuscripts presented in this dissertation have sought to explore the system of 

agricultural education via empirical and philosophical means. When taken together, these 

manuscripts demonstrate the importance of a systemic view of agricultural education. There are 

three major lessons which can be pulled from this work: SBAE is a system, communities impact 

teacher margin, and combined insights for teacher retention. First, I explore my 

conceptualization of the system of SBAE as I understand it. Then, I impart my understanding of 

how community support begets or prohibits healthy teacher margin. Afterward, I explore insights 

for teacher retention. Finally, I share general recommendations and conclusions for where 

scholars ought to take us next. 

Conceptualizing the System of School-Based Agriculture Education 

When conceptualizing the system of SBAE in the United States, I feel it needs to be 

situated within its socio-historical context. The system of school-based agricultural education 

(SBAE) in the United States began with legislation in the 1900s (Rosenberg, 2016). Agricultural 

education within and outside schools has been shaped by societal purposes (e.g., the USDA’s 

attempt to sustain rural populations via heteronormative camps; Rosenberg, 2016), branching 

into two youth-based organizations we know today - 4-H and FFA. 4-H is extracurricular, 

whereas FFA is thought to be intracurricular, an integral component of SBAE. SBAE is shaped 

by the values of those who came before our current population of SBAE teachers. Our current 

population of SBAE teachers now have an exemplary model placed before them they are 

expected to adhere to: the three-component model. Croom (2008) detailed the three-component 

model of SBAE, which is thought to be the pinnacle of what an SBAE program ought to be: 

Classroom/laboratory instruction, FFA, and SAEs. I propose this model is putting undue pressure 

on teachers, facilitating facets of unsustainability within the discipline. 

Evidence of tensions with the three-component model are clearly presented by Curtis, who 

playfully groaned about having to depict his three-component model after the first couple of 

times he was asked to do so. Furthermore, Curtis and I have had conversations wherein he 

describes himself as an agriculture teacher first, and an FFA advisor second, but the crux of his 

identity is not bound by the FFA component. Throw in SAEs, which some teachers simply aren’t 

doing because they already cannot manage their workload (personal anecdote), and one is left 

with a tremendous workload and pressure to achieve it all. Actors within the SBAE system apply 
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pressure to teachers to adhere to the three-component model in a multiplicity of ways. As 

examples: 

1. CTE programs are expected to have documented work-based learning, so agriculture 

teachers must create documentation demonstrating their students are meeting these 

requirements. SAEs may be perceived as vocational agriculture’s premier, or only, work-

based learning opportunities, as this is likely how these teachers have been trained. 

2. Community members, especially within longstanding and established contexts, expect 

new (or new to district) teachers to fill the shoes left by their old teachers; as Luke has 

said, a good part of the job is people management and teachers may need to get crafty and 

wait on the system to be ready for a change before lessening their workload. Different 

expectations from multiple accountability partners puts pressure on teachers (Traini et al., 

2021). 

3. The noble sacrifice mindset exists in our agriculture teachers (Marzolino et al., 2024; 

Marzolino & McKim, 2024); this mindset encourages teachers to take on everything, 

especially what they may feel they are expected to do, to ensure students have ample 

opportunity to engage within their programs. Teachers are pressuring themselves to meet 

the exemplar model of SBAE, all the while feeling competition against fellow agriculture 

teachers, who have also been demonstrated to be some teachers’ biggest supports. 

These examples are only a small part of the bigger picture. Because of the intracurricular nature 

of the three-component model, historical precedents achieved by agriculture teachers who have 

deeply impacted their communities, and the reputation of the FFA, teachers’ workloads are 

shaped by these perceptions. Their landscapes of practice include individuals within each of the 

three domains (Traini et al., 2019), all the while trying to fit in with the broader community of 

agriculture teachers (Traini et al., 2021). As such, alongside authors such as Haddad, Traini, and 

collaborators (e.g. Haddad et al., 2023; Traini et al., 2019, 2020, 2021), I conceptualize the 

system as a place where individuals are impacted by those around them. Teachers who do not 

allow the system to shape their program may face pushback from communities, as they are 

beholden to expectations which encompass them.  

As it stands, the system of SBAE is unsustainable. I would even venture to say a greater 

portion of our public education system is unsustainable, but that isn’t the focus of this 

dissertation. We have had ongoing teacher shortages for decades, with agricultural education’s 
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beginning in the 1970’s. Some authors have described SBAE as a system which “eats its own 

young” (Osborne, 1992, p. 3) as our teachers are not making it to later career stages. Now, in 

2025, this shortage remains unhealed; there is still “professional cannibalism” occurring 

(Osborne, 1992, p. 3). If the system were sustainable, would we have a shortage? One may argue 

the SBAE system is around, therefore it must be somewhat sustainable (or at the very least, 

resilient), but with our current early career teacher attrition rates, how much longer will we be 

able to keep program doors open? What happens when retired teachers are truly ready to relax 

and not willing to step back into classrooms to support them in times between teachers? What 

about programs with a so-called “revolving door” wherein teachers enter and quickly exit the 

district? All of this to say, the sustainability of SBAE is inherently context dependent. Teachers, 

while often the focus of research, are not the only actors in this system. Community members, 

like Ron, Jen, Luke, and Todd, are all playing a role in Curtis’s story. To address this complex 

socioeconomic sustainability challenge, we need to address change at a systemic level, even if 

that means making some uncomfortable decisions to do so. 

I argue there are a variety of feedback structures embedded within this system which vary 

in impact. How these systems manifest varies by individual, school, and community. For 

example, teachers with supportive administrators (like Curtis or Penny) will have different 

experiences from those with less supportive administrators (like Shane). SBAE programs with 

alumni chapters may have different expectations for their agriculture teachers (like Ron and Jen) 

than brand new programs where the teachers are beginning to forge community ties (like 

Abigail). These supports can be just that – a support – but when agendas and expectations don’t 

align, this friction may increase workload, decrease power, and wear on the teacher (Haddad et 

al., 2023). When these aspects do align, the teacher may be in a more positive space, feel 

empowered by supports, and achieve their workload in tandem with others. Curtis is a shining 

example of this. This comes back to the importance of collaboration within and outside of the 

teacher’s school and community (DeLay & Washburn, 2013; Hasselquist et al., 2017; Moser & 

McKim, 2020) and the importance of being able to set and maintain boundaries as an educator 

(Haddad et al., 2023). Yet, communities can also be a huge boon to their teachers, especially 

those like Curtis. 
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The Teacher-Community-Supporter Interface 

As a key facet of creating a more sustainable model of SBAE is employing a systems 

perspective, I hope to share further insights from my dissertation via a new CLD. This CLD 

depicts a system evident in the lived experience of the teachers I’ve spoken with throughout the 

course of my dissertation, breathed into life from the stories of people like Curtis, Ron, Jen, and 

Robin. When properly seized, I believe the increase in power from community partnerships 

would benefit our teachers. Many community members, like those included in Chapter 4, 

understand how tedious the life of an agriculture teacher can be. Because of this understanding, 

they are often willing and able to help teachers with their workloads. On the flipside, when 

poorly or not at all developed, this system, hereafter referred to as the teacher-community-

supporter complex, serves to exacerbate teacher load. Terms and definitions are explored as the 

model is revealed, much like in Chapter 3. For those who need extra support, Chapter 3 has a 

table and provides more information which may be helpful in interpreting this CLD. Aaron 

McKim and Catlin Goodwin have assisted with preliminary review of this CLD. 

To explain this CLD, I first break it into two parts – the first part relates to teacher load 

and the second relates to teacher power. Once each part has been talked through, I demonstrate 

how they are connected.  

Beginning with teacher load, I posit there is an inherent relationship between teacher load 

and supporter desire to help the teacher achieve their load. As evidenced by individuals like Jen, 

Ron, Todd, Gary, etc., we see a desire from supporters to assist the teacher with everything on 

their plate, with the admirable desire to remove things from the plate opposed to adding more. 

This is complicated by the existence of what I term ‘reliant support,’ which is support from 

individuals who have good intentions but do not know how to help the teacher. Over time, this 

leads to an increase in emotional and/or cognitive load, wherein the teacher must figure out how 

to explain their needs to their supporters. For Curtis, this resulted in frustration and logistical 

issues he did not want to confront in the first place. This is depicted in Figure 1, alongside 

reinforcing loops R1 and R2. Loop R1 demonstrates that as supporters want to help, there will be 

an increase in reliant support, which adds to teacher load. Loop R2 tells a similar story, 

demonstrating that as supporters desire to help, reliant support increases, which increases 

emotional and/or cognitive load, thereby increasing teacher load. Therefore, teacher load is 

doubly reinforced by the existence of reliant supporters. 
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Figure 1  

Teacher Load and Reliant Support 

 
Because the reliant supporters need some sort of training or assistance, there becomes a 

need for teacher training. Naturally, the teacher is responsible for said training, adding to their 

load. For the sake of clarity, the ‘teacher training’ variable in this CLD refers to the SBAE 

teacher training their community members. This adds two more variables to the CLD, as well as 

reinforcing loop R3. Loop R3 demonstrates how supporter desire to help increases reliant 

support, which increases the need for teacher training, which increases actual training from the 

teacher, which further compounds teacher load. See Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 

Reliant Support Increasing Teacher Load 

 

Fortunately, the complex is larger than this. Supporters who have been “trained,” as 

Robin put it, are able to be more autonomous. Robin had shared once she had made her 

expectations clear and worked with supporters, they eventually became autonomous and could 

anticipate needs, running program events independently when needed. People with good 

relationships with Curtis, like Ron and Jen, can anticipate Curtis’s needs and will move to 

support him without needing to ask him what they ought to do. They are also able to operate 

independently of Curtis. This introduces us to ‘autonomous support,’ or support conducted by 

community members who do not need the teacher’s guidance to get them there. They are no 

longer reliant on the teacher’s guidance – they can work autonomously. This introduces us to 

balancing loops B1, B2, and B3, which help to reduce teacher load. See Figure 3.  
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Figure 3 

Autonomous Support Reducing Teacher Load 

 

Loop B1 demonstrates that as autonomous support increases, the need for teacher training 

decreases, leading to a decreased amount of teacher training implemented. Loop B2 

demonstrates an increase in teacher load results in an increase in supporter desire to help, which 

leads to an increase in autonomous support, which decreases teacher load. Loop B3 demonstrates 

that as teacher load increases, supporter desire to help increases, leading to more autonomous 

support; this autonomous support decreases the need for teacher training, thus reducing the 

amount of teacher training required and reducing teacher load. Therefore, these balancing loops 

created by having autonomous supporters take a considerable amount of load away from the 

teacher. One thing to note, however, is the number of delays in this portion of the system. 

Supporters like Ron and Jen who have been active in their community for a while did not start 

out being excellent supporters; they needed to learn the ropes, which takes time. Robin shared it 

took her years to train her supporters. Therefore, teacher load would increase over time, in a 

period of already low margin for novice individuals, increasing strain – yet, there could be 

tremendous reductions in load post-training. 

 



  61 

The story this part of the complex tells is thus: The more autonomous support a teacher 

receives, the more load supporters remove from the teacher’s plate without adding to it. As 

supporters are good intentioned, it’s important to illustrate the need to get away from asking 

questions like, “What can I do for you?” and instead offer to take things the teacher is struggling 

with. Naturally, this can be challenging; we are all new to things, and we need time to be able to 

anticipate someone else’s needs. In an example from Curtis, if a teacher is worried about having 

food available for students at contests, consider arranging food to be delivered to the contest 

location opposed to volunteering to donate some snacks. Jen did this for Curtis, designing a 

survey for students to indicate what they wanted to eat, and then she proceeded to ensure this 

food made it to students. This kind of support places more of a burden onto supporters, but in 

turn, it lessens the load the teacher must bear. This concludes the tale of this part of the complex.  

We now move to the power portion of this complex. Teacher power is influenced by a 

series of elements and interconnections within their context. We begin with an intuitive 

reinforcing loop (R4) between teacher power and student achievement. The more teachers see 

their students achieve, the more power teachers have. Most teachers who have participated in the 

studies within my dissertation have made comments which confirm the existence of this 

phenomenon. See Figure 4.  

Figure 4 

Student Achievement Reinforcing Teacher Power 

 

Teacher power is also influenced by community connections, or the number of people the 

teacher is close to in the community. This network is a source of power for many teachers in 

these studies, including Curtis. Community connections also increase the teacher’s feeling of 

belonging, which helps teachers feel empowered within their communities. Community 
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connections are also something that can help student achievement, as supporters like Jen are 

helping to coach teams for contests, which are a great source for student achievement. See Figure 

5. 

Figure 5 

Community Connections Reinforcing Teacher Power 

 

Here we are introduced to more reinforcing loops. Loop R5 demonstrates that community 

connections increase teacher power, with a delay between community connections establishing 

this, as reciprocal relationships take time to establish. Loop R6 demonstrates how the more 

connected one is to their community, the more they feel they belong. The importance of feeling 

belonging cannot be understated, as this will open other opportunities for teachers they would 

not have had otherwise. Loop R7 demonstrates how greater community connections may result 

in greater student achievement, as these individuals may be available to help bolster student 

success, thus increasing teacher power. 
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Next we explore more on the feeling of belonging teachers experience. When a teacher 

feels they belong, they may have an easier time being vulnerable with people who would support 

them. This is connected to school-based individual support, referring to administrators, teachers, 

and others within the school itself who can help to bolster teacher power. If the teacher can share 

with them their needs, these folks can help provide the teacher with what they need to be 

successful. As an example, Curtis and Todd have a relationship wherein Todd is happy to sign 

whatever needed to ensure Curtis’s needs are met. This is a reinforcing loop (R8), where the 

more teachers feel they belong, the more comfortable they are being vulnerable, the more they 

receive support, and the greater their power becomes. See Figure 6. 

Figure 6 

Introducing School-Based Individual Support 

 

Community connections may also increase school-based individual support for teachers, 

as community members also have a platform they can utilize to ensure teachers have what they 

need. As it may take time before community connections feel they need to try to influence 

school-based individual support, there is a delay here. When I attended an advisory board 

meeting at THS, I witnessed supporters speaking on the need to fix the driveway to agricultural 

program facilities. The next time I returned, this issue was fixed. This leads us to loop R9, which 
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demonstrates as there are more community connections, there is more school-based individual 

support, which bolsters teacher power. See Figure 7. 

Figure 7 

Community Connections Increasing Support 

 

This concludes the teacher power part of this CLD. The teacher load and teacher power 

portions of this model are connected via supporter desire to help. The full model is pictured in 

Figure 8. 
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Figure 8 

The Full Teacher-Community-Supporter Complex 
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In Figure 8, we can now see more connections. Community connections increase 

supporter desire to help as well, and supporter desire to help increases a feeling of belonging, 

which bolsters teacher power (R10). Additionally, community connections increase supporter 

desire to help, and this desire to help may help the teacher be more comfortable with 

vulnerability, which can help them to seek school-based individual support and reinforce their 

teacher power (R11). Finally, as community supporters are working to see students succeed – in 

fact, that is often their reason for helping – we have a connection between student achievement 

and community connections, which will have downstream effects in the system and create loop 

R12. 

The power portion of this model is riddled with reinforcing loops which must be seized, 

lest they begin to reinforce a lack of teacher power. For example, as a teacher has less power, 

they may have less community connections, which will theoretically decrease power the teacher 

may have had otherwise. Furthermore, if a teacher does not feel like they belong, they may be 

reluctant to be vulnerable, missing out on opportunities to bolster their power by sharing their 

needs. This demonstrates a need to help teachers, especially those who are new or new to the 

district, establish those connections and a sense of belonging. This speaks to the importance of 

connectivity perceived by teachers in studies like those conducted by Moser and McKim (2020) 

and DeLay and Washburn (2013). In turn, they can bolster their power and leverage their 

community connections to assist them in reducing their load, especially once they have had time 

to encourage and develop autonomous support networks. 

Insights on Teacher Retention 

The three studies found in this dissertation speak to the value of a systemic exploration of 

teacher retention within agricultural education. There have been many insights into teacher load, 

power, and margin in life through this research. Furthermore, there have been insights into how 

teachers shape their community contexts, and how their community contexts shape their 

experiences. I expound more on each of these areas below. 

Regarding teacher power, load, and margin in life, these studies demonstrate these 

variables are shaped by teacher context, as well as teachers themselves. There are practical steps 

teachers can take to impact their own power, load, and margin in life, but each of the CLDs 

presented demonstrate how these variables are not impacted by the teacher alone. Looking 

forward, it is important for teachers to register how much their community and support systems 
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may impact their longevity as a teacher. Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, its essential 

community members are made aware of how much they can impact their teacher’s power, load, 

and margin in life. I am a staunch believer in the natural good humans wish to do; there are 

actionable ways to help valued members of your community, and this work speaks to that. 

Things are complex, but our relationships with others can have a tremendous impact on our 

identities as professionals, as well as our embodied feelings, like belonging. As someone with 

marginalized identities, that feeling of belonging and its importance cannot be understated. 

Therefore, I recommend we approach everyone as they are, get to know them, and forge strong 

relationships which value humanity and all its many imperfections.  

The context of an individual’s job greatly impacts how their identity is formed. This is 

demonstrated well via Curtis’s case study; as he is working on who he is as a teacher, his 

community is trying to help him do so by trying to help maintain his margin in life. Curtis, like 

other teachers, was not hired into a place without any background whatsoever; Towne has a 

history, and Curtis has worked to understand that history, as well as the individuals who are 

deeply connected to Towne High School, Towne FFA, and County. Beyond this, Curtis is also 

receiving support from those who can understand what he is going through; teachers in 

Marzolino et al. (2024) also report the strength brought about by having relationships with other 

agriculture teachers, as they can empathize and understand the triumphs and tribulations which 

accompany this career. While these agriculture teachers are inherently a source of support, they 

are also busy. Furthermore, keeping company with other agriculture teachers may serve to create 

tensions based on definitions of success and work-life balance (Traini et al., 2019). Agriculture 

teachers often silo themselves away, as noted by Shoulders and Myers (2011), but my 

encouragement would be to seek supports available within the school context as well. Other 

teachers will be able to speak to teaching within a specific community and its contexts, and this 

relationality is also important for the development of a sound teacher identity. These folks 

understand parts of your context, too.  

In sum, SBAE is a system; how a teacher experiences said system is incredibly context 

dependent. Teacher experiences, in-school, around school, and outside of school will predict 

teacher longevity. The more favorable experiences community members and school districts can 

provide, the better the odds for teacher retention. While this is by no means a failsafe, it is an 
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important step to take to begin to identify lived interconnections and feedback mechanisms 

within communities. 
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