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Getting the Most Out of the Year: The State FFA Officers Academic Life during Service

Introduction/Need for Innovation
	The experience that FFA state officers receive during their year of service varies greatly by the organization and structure of their state FFA association. In many cases, those officers are asked to take a year off from academics or attempt to balance a full schedule of courses and the demands of their position. The difficulty lies in facilitating a positive officer experience while at the same time not ignoring the future plans of those officers to attend college or academic pursuits. In a southern state, the answer has been to partner with the state institution’s agricultural education department to identify college level courses which best suit the experience and demands of the officers service year. This optimizes their time, by allowing those officers to receive college level credit for courses which complement their officer roles.

How it Works
	In this southern state, the [state] FFA Association worked closely with the [university] agricultural education and communication department to develop an academic plan for the officers during their year of service. Because the responsibilities of the officers’ focus on providing educational workshops and speaker engagements ([state] FFA Association, 2012), the state association and the department identified two courses, offered during the fall and spring of their year, both are three-credit undergraduate courses. The first course (fall) is a leadership development course which focuses on the pragmatic nature of leadership theory and the second (spring) is an oral communications course.  However, the course selection is one small step in process.

	Upon election during the summer, the [state] FFA Association provides the officer team with the tuition to enroll as non-degree seeking students. This is completed through the university’s admissions process and then through the college dean’s office. The officers are responsible for many of the basic requirements that any regular full time [university] student would be required to complete. Once tuition, fees, and all non-degree admissions requirements are completed the officers are enrolled in the courses.

[bookmark: _GoBack]	In order to accommodate the schedule of the officers during the year the courses have special sections designated for the officers. The course instructors then work to set up an ideal schedule of topics, assignments, and expectations based on the travel and duties of the officers during the semester.  The first course the officers are enrolled in is the leadership development course.  This course is designed to be offered in a blended format with the majority of instruction taking place online.  The intent of the course is to provide the officers with firsthand knowledge of basic leadership theories which are appropriate and relevant for their chapter workshops. Officers utilize the same textbook, Northouse (2013), Leadership Theory and Practice, as the other students and receive similar lectures through narrated PowerPoint. The assignments are then structured to be representative of their FFA experiences. The final examination is in the form of a philosophy statement, which they can then use to share their understanding of leadership. An outline of the course assignments is as follows: Vanity Plate and Course Goals, Contemporary Leader, Discussion Board Posts and Responses, Leadership through FFA, Creative Leadership Project, Philosophy Statement, and Quizzes (AEC#### Syllabus, 2012).

	The second course (spring) focuses on the speech mechanics and delivery. This course promotes the use of repeated trials for increasing an individual’s comfort and proficiency in oral communication. To complement the officers’ year, the speeches that are required reflect the experiences they have as state officers.  All speeches promote self-examination and reflection through the use a speech plan, speech delivery, speech self-critique and evaluation. The students are provided with online instructional resources which are designed to facilitate the planning and delivery of different types of speeches. The officers are each required to complete the following speeches: Impromptu Speech, Community Presentation, Chapter Banquet Presentation and Retiring Address (AEC#### Syllabus, 2012).

	Both courses meet face-to-face with the officers 2-3 times per semester. This promotes rapport and establishes expectations between the instructors and the officers. Small units of instruction and activity are the focus of these face-to-face sessions.  All assignments are graded in a similar fashion to the face-to-face course and final grades are submitted on a standard letter grade scale.

Results to Date/Implications
	This is third year that both courses have been offered as package opportunity for the [state] FFA Officer team.  The officers have expressed an appreciation for the chance to continue their education through a respected institution during their service year. This has promoted increased relationships between the [state] FFA Association and the [university]. The officers, whom many want to enter the agricultural education field, become better acquainted with the faculty and university and the general expectations of being in college. They also ultimately leave their year of service with six credits that may be utilized in the degree program, regardless if they choose an agricultural education field.  From the instructor viewpoint, this is a beneficial relationship and promotes the field of agricultural education, not only to the officers, but to all the chapters they interact with throughout the year.

Future Plans/Advice
	This has been such a great opportunity for not only the officers, but the faculty who instruct the courses to get to know one another. This promotes real time application of course concepts and engages the officers in a manner that is not possible without the structure of an academic course. Each summer the department is notified and plans are initiated for enrolling the newly elected officers.  The design of this program will continue and is currently not slated to change.  Early contact and communication are essential for the enrollment process, as many of the officers are not officially enrolled until the third or fourth week of the regular semester. Because of this some scheduling modifications are necessary and instructors should be flexible with the course topic outline and assignment due dates.

Cost/Resources Needed
	The primary expense is the tuition is incurred by the [state] FFA Association. Other expenditures on the departmental side include instructor time and teaching assistant support. Because the courses are existing and taught face-to-face concurrently the instructors have typically given of their time for free (other teaching responsibilities are not reduced).  Since there are only eight officers in the state this is not seen as an issue. Specific costs for textbooks (Northouse, $50) and other instructional materials are supported by the [state] FFA Association.
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