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This study examines School-Based Agricultural Education (SBAE) teachers' perspectives on mental health
(MH) awareness, resources, and motivations for MH training. Focus group discussions revealed four
themes: help-seeking, support services, classroom culture, and child/adolescent behavior. While teachers
recognize the importance of addressing MH needs, barriers such as limited resources and time hinder their
efforts. Mentorship and advisement were identified as effective strategies for MH support. The findings
highlight the need for more explicit protocols and consistent professional development. The study suggests
that SBAE teachers require more training and resources to support students’ and teachers’ MH needs
effectively.
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INTRODUCTION

School-based Agricultural Education (SBAE) teachers are uniquely positioned to support students’
academic development due to their responsibilities, competencies, and skillset expectations (Baldock et al.,
2022; Clemons et al., 2021). SBAE teachers hold multifaceted roles encompassing academic, career
readiness, and personal growth support, making them significant influencers in their students' lives. SBAE
teachers and students foster close and trusting relationships through their interactions via experiential
learning (Bowling et al., 2020; Clemons et al., 2021). Experiential learning enriches academic instruction
and builds an environment where students may feel comfortable seeking personal support from teachers
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they trust. Due to the nature and closeness of their relationships, SBAE teachers are among the most likely
teachers to notice the need for MH services among students and support those students’ psychological needs
(Bowling et al., 2020); however, this may not suffice for a student who requires more direct and
comprehensive MH assistance. Bowling et al. (2020) further highlight that although SBAE teachers may
act as initial support points, complex MH needs often require structured, formal school-based MH services
for adequate assistance. School-based MH services are an effective way to meet student MH needs and are
supported by many parents (Searcy Van Vulpen et al., 2018). This is especially crucial in rural areas, where
additional barriers to accessing MH services exist (Blackstock et al., 2018). However, the lack of MH
resources in some schools limits the availability of these school programs (Blackstock et al., 2018).
Consequently, this scarcity of MH resources in schools places greater reliance on teachers, like those in
SBAE, to informally support students' MH-—often without sufficient resources or formal training.

While school services could address students’ MH needs, teachers feel they need additional training or
more access to resources to help students use school-based MH services effectively (Moon et al., 2017).
Moon et al. (2017) indicate that educators across fields need ongoing professional development to feel
adequately prepared to support students’ MH needs. This lack of training is evident across career stages,
making it a critical area of need for novice and experienced SBAE teachers alike (Hall et al., 2022). SBAE
teachers are often not provided adequate, empirically supported, and relevant training and resources across
career stages (Hall et al., 2022). Therefore, additional student MH training is needed for seasoned and new
SBAE teachers.

Studies have demonstrated that SBAE teachers and their spouses feel numerous stressors, including a
lack of support from school staff and administration (Foor & Cano, 2011; Smalley et al., 2020). The
demanding responsibilities of teaching and inadequate support systems contribute to significant stress and
burnout among SBAE educators. As described by Hasselquist et al. (2017), burnout often results from
emotional exhaustion and a sense of isolation that SBAE teachers experience (Hasselquist et al., 2017).
These stressors can lead SBAE teachers to experience burnout (Hasselquist et al., 2017) and are also likely
to experience emotional exhaustion, given the responsibilities they are expected to undertake (Kitchel et
al., 2012). While prior research has identified burnout, studies also reveal that fostering collaboration and
support among teachers can mitigate teacher attrition and enhance job satisfaction (Bowling et al., 2022;
De Lay & Washburn, 2013; Smalley et al., 2020). Thus, creating a professional environment with
mentorship, collaborative opportunities, and MH resources is essential for SBAE teacher retention and job
satisfaction.

Therefore, this study examines teachers’ perceptions of responsibilities and resources that support
student MH. By understanding SBAE teachers’ perspectives on MH roles and the resources they need, this
research aims to inform targeted training programs that address student well-being and support the
resilience and mental health of SBAE educators themselves.

PURPOSE AND RESEARCH QUESTION

This study aimed to determine SBAE teachers' understanding of MH and MH resources for students
and teachers in a public school setting. The research questions for this study are the following:
1. What is the extent of a SBAE teacher's knowledge of MH resources available in the
school/community?
2. What are SBAE teacher’s perceptions of student MH in the classroom?
3. What strategies or factors are effective as a motivation for SBAE teachers to choose to
participate in MH awareness training?

CONCEPTUAL/THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The conceptual framework of this study was adapted from Korte & Simonsen (2018) regarding the

influence of social support on novice SBAE teacher self-efficacy. The framework merged the literature on
social support (Cohen & Wilson, 1985; House, 1981) and teacher self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Korte &

Journal of Higher Education Theory and Practice Vol. 25(1) 2025 103



Simonsen’s (2018) research underscores the importance of a supportive network for early-career teachers,
emphasizing that access to various forms of support bolsters self-efficacy, improves retention, and reduces
burnout among SBAE educators. Korte & Simonsen’s (2018) framework highlighted forms of social
support, including emotional and appraisal, informational, and instrumental, from various sources that
impact perceived self-efficacy toward career commitment. Emotional support, such as empathy and
encouragement, and instrumental support, like access to MH resources and collaboration with MH
professionals, are essential for addressing the growing MH (MH) needs among students and educators. In
Bandura’s (1977) theory of self-efficacy, personal self-efficacy directly affects one’s ability to exhibit a
desired behavior. This theory is foundational in understanding how SBAE teachers’ belief in their
capabilities can shape their approaches to student support and classroom management, especially when
managing MH needs. Korte & Simonsen (2018) concluded that although all individual supports were not
significant, the statistical significance of the overall model affirmed the need for support to alter self-
efficacy. This finding suggests that comprehensive support systems within educational settings may be
essential for sustaining SBAE teachers’ career commitment and self-efficacy, particularly regarding MH
support.

This study utilized the framework to examine SBAE teachers’ self-efficacy in managing MH needs for
themselves or others. As Bandura (2009) suggests, self-efficacy is strengthened when educators have
consistent access to supportive environments, where mastery experiences, social modeling, verbal
encouragement, and emotional arousal are cultivated. Bandura (2009) illustrates a connection between the
perception of available support and the development of the four principal sources that affect self-efficacy:
enactive mastery experiences, social modeling, verbal encouragement, and emotional arousal. For SBAE
teachers, mastery experiences may include successfully handling MH crises with student support staff,
while social modeling can occur through mentorship with more experienced teachers skilled in MH support.
Verbal encouragement and reassurance from administrators and colleagues are also critical to bolstering
teachers’ confidence in addressing MH needs.

Mosley et al. (2023) provided support ideas for teachers specifically for MH, including emotional and
informational support, and partnered with adequate resources to address MH. This aligns with the findings
of Moon et al. (2017), which indicated that teachers who receive continuous MH training and resources
report greater confidence in assisting students with MH concerns. The framework of this study assumes
these types of support can be provided from various sources, including administration, guidance counselors,
school psychologists, school resource officers, and more. By integrating support from these multiple
sources, SBAE teachers may feel more capable of meeting their students’ MH needs and their well-being,
thus enhancing their self-efficacy and commitment to the profession.

METHODS

This study utilized a semi-structured interview through a focus-group design as an interactive
discussion, led by a moderator, between pre-selected participants. Semi-structured focus groups allow for
flexible but guided exploration of key themes, ensuring that participants have space to share experiences
related to MH (MH) support within the SBAE context while enabling the moderator to probe into specific
areas of interest. Four focus groups were led, lasting between 45 and 60 minutes, and consisted of five to
eight current SBAE teachers within similar counties or school districts. This group size facilitated
meaningful, in-depth discussion among participants while remaining manageable for the moderator,
allowing for diverse perspectives on MH support across SBAE settings. Questions were developed using
the findings of Mosley et al. (2023). This approach ensured that the questions were relevant and reflective
of recent research in MH support for educators, addressing specific gaps and needs previously identified in
the literature. Three of the five researchers involved in this study were former SBAE teachers. This
background provided the research team with first-hand knowledge of the SBAE teaching environment,
enhancing the credibility of the study’s design and its alignment with the real-world experiences of SBAE
educators. Three, including one of the former teachers, had direct engagement with MH and social work
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initiatives. This expertise allowed the team to integrate MH perspectives effectively, ensuring that
educational and MH research best practices informed the study’s approach.

All focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed for data analysis. Each participant was provided
a pseudonym to provide anonymity. Confidentiality was critical for encouraging openness among
participants, allowing them to speak freely about sensitive MH topics. Each researcher independently
analyzed the data using deductive and inductive analytical approaches, and the researchers engaged in open,
axial, and selective coding to let findings emerge from the data and to establish relationships among
concepts (Creswell, 2013). This combination of open, axial, and selective coding enabled researchers to
identify teacher response patterns, connecting broader themes related to MH support and SBAE teacher
self-efficacy. Trustworthiness was obtained through credibility and comfortability by triangulation of field
notes and member checking of transcripts (Lincoln & Guba, 2007). Field notes, recorded by each
researcher, captured additional observations and reflections during the focus groups, which served as a
valuable cross-reference to the transcriptions and strengthened the study’s credibility.

Additionally, a methodological journal was kept by researchers, the researchers participated in peer
debriefing, and rich and thick descriptions of data were used (Creswell, 2013). The methodological journal
documented the research process, including challenges and decision-making, further supporting
transparency and accountability. Finally, disclosing positionality addressed researcher bias (Creswell,
2013). This disclosure helped to clarify each researcher’s perspective and potential biases, allowing the
study to maintain objectivity and transparency throughout the analysis.

RESULTS

This qualitative study explored SBAE teachers' knowledge, perceptions, and perceived ability to
address MH needs. The data coding revealed four themes: help-seeking, support services, classroom
culture, and child and adolescent behavior.

Help-Seeking

Teachers looking for ways to help students with MH challenges encounter various factors that either
hinder or aid the teachers in seeking and providing the necessary assistance. Financial constraints, time
limitations, and a lack of resources are significant barriers. Teachers noted that numerous students were
living well within the boundaries of poverty, presenting several emotional and physical issues affecting
students. Terrence mentioned, “I would say what skill I would like [to develop] is maybe recognizing MH
issues in my class. Because with so many students and with everything really, | feel like it's labeled as either
just behavioral issues or just related to poverty”. Moreover, while there are mechanisms in place for helping
students, there are restrictions on how these referrals are viewed and this can delay verbal communication
upwards of 24 hours.

Furthermore, a knowledge gap exists among educators. While resources are available, teachers and
students often need to figure out who to approach or how to find resources themselves. Specifically, Carol
explained, “I have taken [students] down to the clothing closet... They were like, “Wow, I never would
have known who to go to.”” Many teachers and students are unaware of the exact procedures to follow,
leading to potentially crucial resources being underutilized.

However, several facilitators encourage help-seeking, where awareness plays a pivotal role. Teachers
are increasingly becoming aware of the MH issues facing students. Carol explained, “[our] middle school
also does a thing called Rethink Ed. Every Tuesday, once a week, they have to do a module on social-
emotional health things.” The role of mentorship has also proven invaluable in this context. Participants
discussed mentorship at the middle school level and how it has impacted their students. Lisa explained that
their school “participates in a mentoring program, and teachers can report if a student would benefit from
a mentor set up through the counseling office. That mentor comes in once a week and meets with the kids
for about 30-45 minutes.” They also emphasized the importance of having supportive mentors who could
provide guidance and perspective, even if they lacked formal training.

Journal of Higher Education Theory and Practice Vol. 25(1) 2025 105



Support Services

In support services, various avenues are available to educators and students alike. Tony acknowledged
the role of counselors as a principal resource for assistance, and Terrence mentioned that they remembered
“at the beginning of the year or during orientation, a training that was online. But | think there was a MH
module at the beginning of the year.” This uncertainty makes it clear that a more consistent and
comprehensive professional learning approach is needed. Carol described their experience working with
counselors from organizations outside of the school and how the information given is limited for privacy,
“we do have a few outside counselors, but they can't give us their clients' names. So, I can refer to that
counselor [only] if the student tells me that's who they go to.” However, they also revealed that upon
reporting certain situations to counselors, there was a lack of communication regarding outcomes, which
was additionally stressful.

Participants painted a picture describing the emotional and mental toll that teaching has taken on them,
emphasizing the enormous gaps in the current support system. Benny highlighted the incredible pressure
Ag teachers face, juggling multiple responsibilities, and expressed the need for mechanisms to prevent
burnout. They specifically mentioned that:

I think we as Ag teachers need help with balancing everything. We have our work we have to meet;
we're coaching, we're trying to keep up on grades, we're running a greenhouse or we're running a livestock
program, we are out in the community doing fundraisers, we're doing X, Y, and Z. How do you keep that
from weighing you down and not getting to that point where you just say, “I'm done.”?

When effective, support services offer invaluable emotional support. Sam explained that teachers are
encouraged to connect with students on a personal level, drawing on their humanity to understand and
support the students' emotional needs by “being human, how we can relate to them, what our responsibilities
are, and how we can give them advice as adults.”

Collaboration between various stakeholders — from counselors to social/emotional learning
coordinators to community resources, demonstrates the potential success of utilizing a united approach in
addressing student needs. This is being done in the mentoring program, mentioned by Susan, where teachers
can recommend students to benefit from mentorship and receive regular sessions, which denotes the
importance of providing targeted support. Susan explains that this is a long-term commitment, and it is
expected that “mentors continue on with that one mentee or they might have two mentees all the way
throughout high school.”

Classroom Culture

When looking at classroom culture, many aspects define the teaching and learning experiences. For
instance, the school where Wendy is a teacher encapsulates a broad range of diversity, with “66% of its
student population being Black and 20% White.” They also mention the school is further marked by a varied
curriculum offering “things like Spanish and French, and the basics. There are a lot of remedial classes at
our school. But then we have AP classes, as well”, displaying a wide range of student needs and abilities.
Such a diverse classroom setting paves the way for a more inclusive learning environment, accommaodating
different learning and teaching styles.

An essential part of classroom culture is the creation of a safe space. Lisa is a testament to this belief,
representing a sanctuary where students can freely express their emotions and feelings. Lisa continued,
“More than any computer-generated program or professional training, a genuine one-on-one interaction—
where students feel heard, understood, and supported—can make all the difference.” The classroom's
dedication to MH emerges not just as a nod to academic performance but as a more profound commitment
to the holistic well-being of every student.

The ever-elusive work-life balance remains a struggle for many educators and stressors from home can
leak into the classroom if allowed. On the other hand, the repercussions of an incredibly demanding day
can continue into the teacher's personal lives, potentially impacting family dynamics. Vicki explains, “I
take it home, and then my husband and the rest of my family deal with the repercussions of me being
overstimulated regularly.” Participants highlighted there's an urgency to shift the focus from mere data to
understanding and addressing the needs of educators unless the breaking point is reached. Wendy said, "I'm
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not worried about data at this point. I'm worrying about my MH and the kids' MH because, at this point,
somebody is going to explode."

Child and Adolescent Behavior

In the evolving landscape of child and adolescent development, the influence of school systems stands
out significantly. Susan discussed their school’s unique approach to student advisement, where “teachers
begin advisement with 9th graders and continue these sessions until they graduate.” These meetings are
pivotal in MH discussions, allowing students to express their struggles beyond academic performance
comfortably. Discussions during the advisement period can create meaningful conversations for teachers
and become a bridge to discuss various issues as they arise. Susan elaborated,

Certain advisors have reached out to me about students in my classes, saying ‘in advisement this kid
mentioned this is going on with their family. I've been in several meetings where students, parents, teachers,
their counselor, and an instructional coach will talk about more than just [issues occurring in] school. | feel
like advisement is another level to that MH piece, because we know those students. And a lot of the times
they'll open up more.

While parent involvement is integral to a child's development, there exists a divergence in parental
attitudes. Carol noted, “some parents are receptive and understanding, while others can be in denial about
their child's struggles,” complicating the communication process between the school and home. The
importance of school resources, such as staff equity circles, was underscored as a valuable tool for
educators. These circles focus on racial healing, indicating a holistic approach to MH with staff and also
allowing for a time of professional learning where, according to Susan, “before school started, we also had
to go through gang training, which might not seem like a MH resource, but they gave us lots of numbers
and stuff to reach out to people because the people that are involved in the youth detention center and stuff
like that.”

Understanding the clear distinction between MH crises and non-crises is essential. Behavioral
intervention plans, for instance, are tailored strategies that assist students in navigating their academic and
personal challenges. Early intervention in MH concerns, like suicide, has become a cornerstone of these
restorative schools. Zach discusses training on “suicide, warning signs and risk factors, protective and
preventive strategies, intervention after a suicide,” emphasizing the importance of timely and preventive
intervention strategies. Obstacles in development like anxiety, stress, and safety concerns further
underscore the significance of a supportive school environment. For example, Sam’s school has a school
social worker and family engagement specialist who is the “go-to person if a student does not have school
supplies or dress code,” they attend to student needs while addressing student safety concerns.

CONCLUSIONS/DISCUSSIONS/RECOMMENDATIONS

Help-seeking serves as the pivotal point for students experiencing MH distress from spiraling further
into crisis, supporting numerous studies regarding adolescent MH (Kahn et al., 2022; Moon et al., 2017;
Stewart et al., 2015). The findings of this study present an evident need for more explicit protocols and
follow-ups with students post-intervention. Intervention strategies are not one-size-fits-all and need clear
usage protocols and initiatives for post-intervention follow-up. Schlieder et al. (2020) found that two-thirds
of adolescent participants of the intervention still reported feeling either a little less, the same amount, or a
little more hopeless than before the intervention. The willingness for an adolescent to come forward seeking
help regarding MH is widely affected by the community, resources readily available to them, and stigma
about MH that they have been exposed to, supporting the findings of Stewart et al. (2015).

The findings of this study, including the positive outcomes of proactive, effectively implemented, and
consistent advisement intervention in supporting students” MH needs, further supports the work of DuBois
et al. (2002). Youth mentorship was exemplified as a tool for facilitating proactive prevention and
intervention for MH, which, as suggested by Cavell (2021) is a concept that has been included in literature
for decades. The findings posed ideas of support systems in place to offer life advice and take a proactive
approach regarding a student’s emotional well-being. Previous research (Mahon et al., 2001) supports the
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connection between feelings of anger, depression, and loneliness with little engagement in positive health
practices like nutrition, relaxation, and exercise. Furthermore, school-based initiatives enhanced with
empirical training, tools, and resources are crucial for ensuring the success of all school employees in
handling student MH needs, as seen in Ratter’s work (2003).

One theme is classroom culture, with the foundational concepts of every kid feeling seen, heard, and
wanted within a classroom setting. This theme contributes to the knowledge base within educational
empirical research about the crucial importance of classroom culture development. Morton (2022) says,
“Creating a positive classroom culture that supports young adolescents through social, physical, and
academic development can be complex but supports healthy mindsets.” Furthermore, Prios & Balasa (2007)
support the importance of these themes by outlining the need of children and adolescents to sustain a
positive view of self and ability can significantly impact ethical intention, development of social skills, and
academic achievement. Practices discussed by participants revolved around the effects of child and
adolescent behavior significantly affecting a teacher’s ability to foster a positive classroom culture.

The researchers recommend that school personnel pursue measures to educate faculty, staff, and
students about any support services geared toward MH. Specifically, these education measures should
incorporate specific procedures for accessibility to these services. Additionally, training for faculty and
staff to exemplify the importance of developing a positive culture within individual classrooms and utilizing
child and adolescent behavior concepts will be used to ground this training. In conjunction, teacher
educators are recommended to preface future teachers with the paradigms and ideas revolving around
adolescent MH issues and crises. Familiarity with the topic earlier on can hopefully decrease anxiety and
stress revolving around MH.

Finally, recommendations for future research include additional qualitative and quantitative studies
with an increased sample of SBAE teachers in different regions of the country. Research concerning teacher
MH training in conjunction with implemented strategies for developing class culture would be beneficial.
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