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Introduction and Conceptual Framework
Instructors are looking for ways to help meet students’ learning needs. One way to meeting students’ needs is to facilitate conditions that help them become self-directed learners, as learning is a life-long process extending beyond the confines of the classroom. Self-directed learning leads to a deeper level of learning that lasts long (Knowles, 1975). Knowles stated that the capacity for self-directed learning should be nurtured as quickly as possible, indicating the importance of designing the teaching and learning process at college/university level in a way they promote self-directed learning. Coleman (1999); Litzinger, Wise, and Lee (2005); Yuan et al. (2011) pointed out the utility of self-directed learning to undergraduate students. Of the strategies available to facilitate self-directed learning, SWOT analysis is a simple yet powerful tool. Nicholls, Thoburn, Crecy, and Smart (2008) stated that engaging students in SWOT analysis will help facilitate self-directed learning. 

SWOT analysis is used to analyze the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats in a variety of settings like business organizations (Dyson, 2004), educational institutions (Rund, 2008) and also at an individual level for students (Nicholls et al.). SWOT analysis is useful in formulating strategies (Dyson). Techniques like resource-based planning, competency-based planning and scenario planning have roots in SWOT analysis (Dyson). This study was conceptualized based on the tenet of SWOT analysis leading to self-directed learning, and was carried out with students in an undergraduate agricultural leadership course. The purpose of the study was to identify undergraduate agriculture students’ perceived strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats regarding their future career goals. The data obtained from this study will be used to improve teaching and learning processes in the undergraduate agriculture leadership course.
Methodology
The Institutional Review Board at the [“university’] approved this study. All the students of an agricultural leadership course offered by the Department of Agriculture in the spring 2011 semester (n=50) served as the research sample. Case examples of SWOT analysis were discussed in the class, and these students were asked to use SWOT analysis as a tool and identify their perceived strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats regarding their future career goals. Each student conducted his/her SWOT analysis on his/her career goals and orally presented to the rest of the class. Each presentation was video recorded and the contents were scrupulously analyzed. Content analysis is a suitable analytical tool to analyze recorded information (Colorado State University, 2011). The video tapes were watched for frequently occurring concepts (Colorado State University). The data were fed into MS Excel Spread Sheet and analyzed by frequencies.
Results and Discussion
All 50 students participated in the study and provided their inputs. Of the 50 respondents, 66% were male. Seventy percent were at junior level of their undergraduate education followed by 22% seniors and an equal number of freshmen (4%) and sophomores (4%). All respondents were in the age group of 19 to 23 years. Students identified 62 strengths, 58 weaknesses, 45 opportunities and 36 threats. The most commonly identified strengths included: farm experience (40%), their education background (36%), internship experience (28%), and hard working nature (22%), whereas the most commonly perceived weaknesses included: procrastination (24%), distractions (20%), financial problems (16%), lack of technical knowledge (12%), and difficulties in decision making (10%). For opportunities, these students identified: networking (34%), family farms (26%), internships (22%), education at the [“university’] (16%), and availability of jobs upon graduation (16%), whereas for threats they identified competition from peers for jobs (44%), economic problems (36%), market costs to start a new business (22%), and competition from farmers (18%) as threats to achieving their future career goals. 
The results were overall in line with Nicholls et al., (2008) who stated that in a SWOT analysis, strengths and weaknesses relate to internal or personal factors whereas opportunities and threats relate to external or extraneous factors. Students from this study overall followed this trend by identifying factors such as their personal experiences, hard working nature, their education as strengths, and procrastination, distractions, lack of technical knowledge  as weaknesses. Further, they adhered to this trend by identifying external factors such as networking, family farm, jobs as opportunities, and peer competition for jobs, economic problems as threats.
Conclusions, Recommendations and Implications
Two conclusions were drawn based on the findings. First, the SWOT analysis exercise seems to have stimulated students’ thought processes, and helped assess and analyze their own situations in a systematic way. Secondly, SWOT analysis appears to have facilitated self-directed learning in students. Students’ self-awareness of their own strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats was believed to have increased based on the large number of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats identified by the participants in this study. Awareness of strengths and opportunities provides a boost to their confidence while awareness of weaknesses and threats highlights areas that they need to improve upon.

This study has implications for both students and instructors. At students’ level, SWOT analysis helps promote self-directed learning as they analyze their own situations, and make strategic decisions to achieve their career goals. Students should be encouraged to interact and discuss with their peers and consult instructors for further feedback on their SWOT exercise. These SWOT results were presented and discussed in class. By such an exercise, instructors may gain an overall understanding of their students’ backgrounds, interests and skill levels; and design their teaching and learning projects/activities to help facilitate self-directed learning. 
The results from this study also have implications for career and financial counseling services at colleges/universities as some of the identified weaknesses and threats are related to financial concerns and jobs that can be best addressed by these services rather than course instructors. The identified strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats will be developed into a systematic questionnaire to collect data from a larger undergraduate population to gain more insights that would inform teaching, learning and advising processes. Similar studies should be conducted with undergraduate students from other majors and colleges for further comparisons and application.
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