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Pre-entry Competencies and Field of Degrees of [State] Extension Agents
Introduction/Need for Research
Extension agents carry out the work of the Cooperative Extension System at the county level. Although agents provide invaluable knowledge and skills to clientele, they face numerous challenges such as stress, burnout, long hours, and turnover (Ensle, 2005). Cooperative Extension must strive to reduce these challenges and to retain their agents. Organizational efforts need to be directed at understanding the recruitment and retention of Extension agents. It is important to place significant attention on the entry of new organization members due to the high cost of premature turnover. Chandler (2005) explained that replacing Extension agents could cost Extension from $7,185 to $30,000 per agent. The cost of turnover can be extremely high, and the highest turnover rates within an organization are found among the newly hired employees (Kammeyer-Mueller & Wanberg, 2003).
Identifying competencies needed by Extension agents is a determining factor for adequate education curricula, training, and retention (Arnold, 2007; Harder, Place, & Sheer, 2010; Lakai, Jayaratne, Moore, & Kistler, 2012). Recent research has resulted in the development of two models describing the competencies needed for entry-level Extension agents (Harder et al., 2010; Scheer, Cochran, Harder, & Place, 2011). However, neither model addressed the educational preparation of pre-entry extension agents as an important variable influencing the competencies possessed by new agents prior to entering Extension. There are no studies (to the authors’ knowledge from the review of the literature) that have investigated the differences in educational preparation and pre-entry competencies of Extension agents. Understanding the educational needs and competencies of Extension agents is a key research question of the National Research Agenda of the American Association of Agricultural Scientists (Doerfert 2011). 
Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this study was the Professional Development Model as modified by Benge, Harder, and Carter (2011). The Professional Development Model was modified to include a pre-entry stage. The pre-entry competencies needed before entering a career in Extension were self-management, communication skills, technical/subject matter expertise, teaching skills, and interpersonal skills. These pre-entry competencies are necessary for new Extension agents in order for them to advance to the next career stage and continue their Extension career.
Methodology

The purpose of the study was to explore the influence of educational preparation on the competencies developed during the pre-entry stage of Extension employment. The first objective was to describe the educational preparation of Extension agents. The second objective was to determine if differences existed between agents’ perceptions of their pre-entry competencies and field of degree. The third objective was to describe agents’ perceptions of the most/least important pre-entry competencies as related to their field of degree.
An ex post facto design using survey methodology to study intangibles was used to fulfill the objective. The population of interest was [State] Extension agents (N = 334). Cochran’s sample size formula for continuous data and the corresponding correction formula (as cited in Bartlett, Kotrlik, & Higgins, 2001) were used to calculate the random sample size (n = 224) for this study. The researchers found no existing instrument that measured the pre-entry competencies; therefore, the researchers created the Web-based questionnaire and obtained some questions from a similar research study conducted by Harder et al. (2009). A panel of experts reviewed the instrument used to minimize threats to face and construct validity. The Tailored Design Method for Internet questionnaires by Dillman, Smyth, and Christian (2009) for Internet questionnaires was used to collect the data. A total of 224 online questionnaires were e-mailed to the population via a Web link. One hundred fifty-two questionnaires were completed for an overall response rate of 69.09% (n = 152). Significant differences existed between early and late respondents of Program Evaluation and Relationship Building; therefore, these pre-entry competencies were not generalized to the entire population. 
Results/Findings

Of the respondents, 53.3% (n = 81) had a non-education degree, 37.5% (n = 57) had an education degree, and 9.2% (n = 14) did not respond. There was a significant difference between field of degree of respondents and the pre-entry competencies of: ability to utilize technology, t(138) = 3.52, p < 0.05; program planning, t(137) = 1.95, p < 0.05; and teaching skills, t(137) = 2.98, p < 0.05. The most important pre-entry competencies reported by respondents were self-management, communication skills, technical/subject matter expertise, and teaching skills. Respondents with an education degree reported applied research skills and developing extramural funding as the least important competencies to possess upon entering Extension. 
Conclusions
Extension agents with different educational degrees placed differing importance on pre-entry competencies. Fewer than half of responding Extension agents had received a degree in education. These same respondents reported higher perceived pre-entry competencies in their ability to utilize technology, program planning, and teaching skills. Extension agents who had education degrees felt they were more competent at teaching than agents without a degree in education; therefore, agents entering a career in Extension without an educational degree may begin the job without the level of competency required to excel in the organization. 

Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession
Further research is needed to better understand how the educational preparation of new Extension agents affects their success, both individually and of the Extension organization. 

There is a need for a pre-entry examination of skills and competencies before new agent training is begun. Cooperative Extension must provide tailored professional development programs and opportunities to accommodate the differing formal educational backgrounds of Extension agents.  Agents who do not have a background in education coursework upon entering Extension may benefit from increased formal education in the competency areas of utilizing technology, program planning, and teaching skills. Education degree students would benefit from coursework or in-service trainings in applied research skills and developing extramural funding to better prepare them as Extension agents. 
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