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Agricultural Perspectives and Opportunity: A Government and Educational Partnership Prepares the Next Generation of Agriculture Leaders

Introduction

Leadership does not exist in a vacuum; it is the process of influencing individuals in an organization in an attempt to achieve their organization’s goals, while taking into account the people who are being led, the task that the people are performing and the environment in which the people and the task exist (Ivancevich et al., 2011). An effective leader should be proactive and position their organization to be ready to adapt and stay current with the numerous changes occurring in the world (Pisapia 2009). 
The need for strong leaders in agriculture is now more important than ever. Effective leadership is required to take each state’s agriculture industry through the next era of change, including environmental controversies, advances in technology, and budget deficits (Adrian et al., 2004; Carlson, 2010; Reganold et al., 2011). Commissioners of Agriculture (Commissioners) are elected or appointed officials who are the leaders of agriculture for their state. They promote the agricultural industry, while protecting consumers and the environment (National Association of State Departments of Agriculture, 2011). Universities can involve Commissioners to develop new courses, preparing students to become future leaders in the field of agriculture. 
How It Works
The Commissioner’s class is a joint project of [UNIVERSITY’S] [College] and the [STATE] Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services (Department). The purpose of the class is to combine the resources of the College and Department to further an interest common to both of them, namely preparing today’s college students to lead and succeed in the agricultural sector upon completion of their education. The Commissioner’s class is a 2-credit hour, graded class and occurs during the fall semester. The Commissioner is an Adjunct Lecturer of the College and serves as co-instructor with the university professor. The university professor is responsible for the university course scheduling, policies and procedures. 
At the completion of the course, students are able to: 1) Describe the mission, organizational structure, personnel responsibilities and major programs in the [STATE] Department; 2) Identify traditional and contemporary issues in domestic agriculture, natural resources and food systems; 3) Investigate opportunities for agriculture in a global market; 4) Discuss how innovation, research and public policy will shape solutions to agricultural challenges; 5) Meet agricultural political leaders to discuss legislative processes and policy establishment; and 6) Examine the major challenges confronting agriculture leaders, producers and consumers, locally and beyond.

The Commissioner’s office and staff select and coordinate the speakers for the class; most are the Division Directors from the Department. Lecture/discussion is the primary strategy used to engage students with the expert speakers, and address learning outcomes 1 through 4. The speakers employ demonstrations, panel discussions and case studies to encourage active learning in the classroom. Speakers post PowerPoint presentations, government documents, publications and websites related to the weekly lectures on Moodle. The Commissioner serves as the facilitator for each class. Students are required to subscribe to the Southeast Farm Press print magazine and daily e-newsletter, which serve as the primary text and source of current agricultural events in the region (Southeast Farm Press, 2012). They prepare to discuss issues.
The Commissioner’s office also coordinates additional educational experiences including a “behind the scenes” tour of the State Fair, the largest, most populated agricultural event in the state. Learning outcomes 5 and 6 are achieved when the students attend a legislative day at the [STATE] General Assembly. House and Senate leaders conduct tours, discuss protocol, issues and the impact of legislation on agriculture policy. Other legislators and agricultural commodity leaders network with students at a reception hosted by the Commissioner in the State Capitol as a culmination to the legislative day. 
The students complete capstone collaborative group projects about an agriculture related topic. They may interview local farmers, agricultural business owners, and policymakers or survey students from across the campus about sustainable agriculture and general agriculture knowledge. Students also complete reflection papers about their experiences in the class. 
Results to Date/Implications

The Commissioner is an adjunct lecturer at the [UNIVESRITY] and has taught 82 students from associate degree, undergraduate, and graduate majors during the fall 2010 and 2011 semesters. The Commissioner’s students have an excellent understanding of how the university and Department work together to enhance the agriculture industry. They also gained knowledge about agricultural policy and current issues. By interacting with the Commissioner during class, students were able to build a relationship with a government official, various politicians, lobbyists and agricultural commodity leaders. Course evaluations were high.
Future Plans/Advice to Others

The Commissioner’s class will be held again in the fall 2013 semester. One concern is that when an incumbent must run for office, political campaigning and teaching a class is not permitted. Other related activities will occur so as not to break the positive momentum. The course is a model for other states, particularly those who have a Commissioner of Agriculture, to bring his/her expertise to the classroom. The adjunct position is based on the person’s expertise and ability to bring that experience to the classroom aside from political party affiliation or personal agendas. Other states are interested and would like to develop multi state experiences. The adjunct appointment is desirable and brings credibility to the teaching position.
Costs/Resources Needed

Student tuition supports delivering the class as a credit bearing course which is part of the faculty members teaching load. Commodity organizations and Agricultural Foundation donations (~$1,000) support the receptions. Student fees pay for vans used for field trip travel ($500). The cost of time is the most significant for the Commissioner’s class. A staff member at the Department is needed. Ideally this can be a graduate student with a position at the Department.
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