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Developing Essential Skills by Focusing on Leadership

Introduction 

Developing the agricultural leaders of tomorrow is vital to the future of our nation. In 2009, the Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities (APLU) issued a call for human capacity development. Specifically, the report called for the creation of seamless leadership development programs in an effort to ensure “that the next generation is sufficiently qualified to lead in the quest for continued prominence of the U.S. FANRRS [Food, Agriculture, Natural Resources and Related Sciences] industries internationally” (APLU, 2009, p.8). More recently, in 2011, the APLU conducted a study (Crawford et al., 2011), which surveyed employers, students, faculty, and alumni, and concluded students need to engage in activities that enhance their ability to see the “big picture,” develop an action plan, and think strategically. Specific to leadership, the Crawford et al. (2011) research discovered that “guided, active learning environments are ranked as more effective than self-directed and informal learning experiences” (p. 19). As a result of the needs identified by the APLU, the [state] college of agriculture purposefully designed and implemented an innovative undergraduate leadership education and development program.

The program is based on the concept that students will be better able to develop the leadership and “essential skills” needed for industry success, if they participate in a personalized, reflective, systematic professional development program. What makes this program innovative is that it is purposeful, directed, yearlong, includes both academic credits and non-credit experiences, and provides the student with a faculty mentor. It is a cohort-based, college-wide program that merges students from all departments within the college of agriculture. Instead of working only within a traditional college structure, designers of this program analyzed research and developed a program specific to the needs of both students and industry. Students who enroll in and complete this program will be capable of successfully merging technical knowledge, practical application, relationship to industry, and an awareness of others into a powerful blend of exceptional leadership. 

Methodology 

	The program was developed based on the rigor (coursework), relevance (experience) and relationship (mentoring) model (Daggett, 2004). Implemented in 2011, this program, termed a Leadership Academy, has operated successfully for two full years.  Working with their mentors, students create a Personal Development Plan (PDP), which includes the individual’s leadership development goals and specific action plans to work toward those goals. Based on the PDP, students select courses, leadership growth texts, on- and off-campus group experiences, and leadership development workshops to attend. Individually, each student develops and executes a plan that creates change within his/her community experience.  As a group, the students participate in a yearlong seminar class, trait and skill development exercises, and read several leadership growth texts. Throughout the year, students reflect on their experiences in both written and verbal forms, and near the end of the program capture their learning in a poster session highlighting their community experiences and personal growth. After completion of the program, students may voluntarily continue to participate in the leadership program by taking on leadership roles in the seminar, helping with student recruitment, and participating in special events.  
	
[bookmark: _GoBack]Much of the program is customizable for each student, but the program administrators design and facilitate the seminar course. Occurring weekly, the seminar focuses on personal leadership assessments, goal setting, specific skill and trait development, reflection, articulating and capturing learning, and sustaining leadership by giving back to the program, school, and the community. Guest speakers are often invited to speak to students about leadership topics during seminar. Oversight for the program comes from an advisory committee consisting of industry professionals, a steering committee composed of university faculty, a program director, a graduate teaching assistant and an endowed professorship.

Results

	During individual interviews, students expressed the value of the Personal Development Plan in helping them select goal-oriented activities and intentionally apply the principles discussed in mentor meetings, seminars, and to leadership texts. Program requirements caused students to step out of their traditional realm of involvement and seek opportunities outside the college and the university. Students indicated the mentor relationships are a highlight of the program and that mentors have provided invaluable feedback related to developing leadership goals, identifying activities to work toward those goals, and reflecting on the outcomes of applying what they are learning. In individual mentor interviews, mentors have indicated the structure of the program works well for them. The mentors enjoy spending time with students outside the classroom, are observing student growth, and have found it beneficial to have flexibility to let their mentoring relationship take a unique shape, rather than following an established format. 

Future plans 

Looking ahead to future development of the program, several ideas have surfaced from program administrators, mentors, students, college faculty, and industry professionals. The number of students selected for the program in future years is expected to continue to grow, with the expectation of growing to about 60 students per year. To maintain the cohort culture, this growth would necessitate dividing the students into smaller cohorts. In addition, graduates of the program will be asked to return as peer mentors and ultimately industry professionals will be recruited to serve as mentors, as well. 

Costs 

The initial program startup costs were offset through the establishment of an endowment, which allowed for the hiring of a program director. In addition, industry partners and college supporters have provided $230,000 in endowed scholarship money for students for personal leadership development opportunities. As the program continues to grow, the program administrators hope to raise funds specific to the support of student workshops, travel, and leadership training opportunities. The estimated costs per year of the program are approximately $50,000 dollars. 
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