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Charting New Directions through Collaborative Strategic Planning
Introduction / Need for the Innovation

Schools have continued to be bombarded with seemingly constant changes in local and state expectations and accountability demands (Phipps, Osborne, Dyer, & Ball, 2008). Agricultural education programs are subject to these same pressures and policy shifts. At a time when the number of district and state supervisory staff dedicated to supporting local agriculture teachers and programs has diminished to minimal levels or even disappeared, local teachers have, by default, shifted their focus to their individual programs and had less time or energy available to influence program directions on a statewide basis. Today’s low resource environment requires that members of the broader agricultural education community in a given state work together in a shared leadership and planning model.
Practical strategic planning has been a long-accepted strategy for thoughtfully and proactively moving programs and organizations closer to their potential and desired future state. Even so, many people have been reluctant to embrace the possibilities revealed by focused strategic planning, despite its potential for creating the future desired by those in the organization or agency. However, without a shared roadmap to guide the organization or program to a targeted future point, any change within the organization will likely be reactive and random, often leading to chaos within the organization or an entrenched status quo. These same circumstances apply to school-based agricultural education. Without an effective leader or leadership body proactively charting a change course, advances in the program will likely be isolated, or worse, nonexistent.
How it Works / Methodology
Agricultural education in [State] had struggled for many years to provide coordinated leadership for school-based agricultural in the state, or more specifically, to develop and implement a set of strategic goals and action steps that were widely embraced by teachers. Multiple attempts to convene a leadership team charged with advancing agricultural education in the state had failed, and the momentum for positive and beneficial change was never established. With school-based agricultural education in the state operating in essentially maintenance mode, a group of four key leaders in the state decided to take action. This included the state agricultural education supervisor, the state FFA Foundation executive director, the state FFA executive secretary, and the agricultural education department chair at the University of [State]. Using quarterly meetings to conduct an honest appraisal of the condition of agricultural education in [State’s] public schools, this leadership group began by developing a brainstormed list nearly 30 challenges, needs, and opportunities for [State] agricultural education. Through subsequent meetings, the group reached consensus on five strategic goals for the near term: (1) increase teacher engagement in professional development, (2) expand the number of agriculture programs in [State’s] public schools, (3) increase statewide resources and support for agricultural education, (4) increase FFA membership, and (5) enhance program quality. The group next identified 10-15 components and indicators (measure of success) for each strategic goal. Finally, the key outcome for each strategic goal was identified. Next other agricultural education faculty members were asked to provide critical feedback on the draft document. Four agriculture teacher focus groups were then held across the state as a crosscheck for the leadership group’s draft work. Focus group participants were asked to share their views on the condition of agricultural education in the state and identify the dimensions of the program that were in most need of improvement. The focus group data were summarized and found to align very closely with the five strategic goals previously identified by the leadership group. Additional components and indicators for the five goals were pulled from the focus group data and added to the draft strategic plan. The next step was to leverage the draft strategic plan to rejuvenate Team AgEd in the state. The leadership group identified two representatives each from agriculture teachers (a secondary and middle school teacher), the FFA Association, the FFA Foundation, state agencies (one from the state department of education and one from the state department of agriculture), industry, and the university agricultural education program. These 12 individuals comprising the new [State] Team AgEd met to review and revise the draft strategic plan and develop an implementation strategy. The group agreed on a meeting schedule, mission, and member rotations. Three to four priorities were identified for each of the five strategic goals from among the larger set of goal components. These strategic goals and priorities will provide the roadmap for advancing [State] agricultural education in the next three to five years. 
Results to Date / Implications
At this point [State] has a very well-focused and vetted strategic plan for proactively advancing school-based agricultural education. Such a plan has never existed in the state. In addition, Team AgEd in the state has historically been a loosely organized group that had only occasionally met and had never created and pursued a strategic action plan. Today, [State] Team AgEd has been reorganized, rejuvenated, and repositioned for future leadership success. Implementation teams are now being organized for each of the five strategic goals. [State] Team AgEd has accepted the all-important responsibility of monitoring implementation of the new strategic plan. Progress updates will be presented at the three meetings held each year. With a broad-based and active leadership team and a practical strategic plan that is embraced by all in the agricultural education community, the prospects for advancing school-based agricultural education in the state are very promising.
Future Plans / Advice to Others
Future plans are to proactively pursue implementation of the strategic plan, adapting where necessary, based on discussions at regular Team AgEd meetings. Progress reports will be periodically given to all groups affected by and contributing to the strategic plan. The vision of the leadership team is to use this initial strategic plan to begin a strategic planning cycle that continuously charts and re-charts the future of agricultural education in the state in the coming years. Two aspects of this idea deserve special attention by others who may wish to replicate this strategy for advancing agricultural education in their states. First, multiple meetings over an extended period of time will be required to establish the level of trust needed for an effective leadership team. The smaller, core leadership group that spearheaded this initiative met numerous times over a two-year period before the draft strategic plan emerged. Secondly, many people shy away from strategic planning because they’ve seen or helped develop strategic plans in the past that have not been effectively implemented. A simplified, practical approach to strategic planning can lead to a very useful and exciting change document. A small group must “own” the responsibility for monitoring implementation of the strategic plan. 
Costs / Resources Needed
The only costs associated with this idea are the hours invested in building the leadership team and creating the strategic planning document. 
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