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Creating the Washington Collegiate Agriculture Leadership Experience

Introduction

Observing that few College of Agriculture and Life Sciences (CALS) students at the [institution] have traveled to Washington, DC, an idea emerged to create a “DC field trip” for CALS students.  While consulting with American Farm Bureau Federation (AFBF) training and development staff to plan the trip for the summer of 2013, the notion was enriched by creating a pilot leadership development course, culminating in a weeklong trip to Washington, DC, as a capstone experience.  The 2009 National Research Council (NRC) report titled, Transforming agricultural education for a changing world, recommended, “Stakeholders in academe and other sectors should develop partnerships that will facilitate enhanced communication and coordination with respect to the education of students in food and agriculture” (p. 9).  The recommendation included a specific element: “Opportunities for students to work in nonacademic settings should be developed and greatly expanded.  Programs might include internships, cooperative education programs, summer opportunities, mentoring and career programs, job shadowing, and other experiences” (p. 10).  While internships are not novel, few structured internship opportunities exist for students in the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences at the [institution].  After reviewing the NRC report, and considering input from AFBF staff, the Washington Collegiate Agriculture Leadership Experience (WCALE) was born as a program to encourage and promote Congressional and agriculture-related internships in the Washington, DC, area, while equipping students with enhanced leadership skills based on the Social Change Model of Leadership Development (Higher Education Research Institute, 1996).

Program Phases

Initial planning included consultation with AFBF training and development staff to conceptualize the program.  A site visit to Washington, DC, in May 2012, included meetings with AFBF staff and agricultural education leaders.  The Social Change Model of Leadership (Higher Education Research Institute, 1996) was introduced during the site visit and served as the theoretical foundation for building the course and capstone experience.  The model includes three dimensions: individual values, group values, and society/community values.  From this foundation, the purpose of WCALE is to develop leadership and communication skills from learning about agriculture issues and exposure to the policy process from the local level to the national level.  The objectives of the program are to: (a) Develop leadership and communication skills in the agriculture context; (b) Discover and apply a personal influence skill set; (c) Identify the influence of governmental and non-governmental organizations on policy and agricultural issues; (d) Develop connections of national level policy making processes to the local level; and (e) Create a plan for effecting change at the local level with a selected agricultural issue.

Applications were accepted through November 1, 2012; four students were chosen for the pilot experience and enrolled in three units of coursework for the spring 2013 term.  Students met weekly, with class sessions centered on the elements of the Social Change Model of Leadership and grounded in students’ assessment of their emotional intelligence quotient (Freedman, 2007) and Gallup Strengths themes (Liesveld & Miller, 2005).  Students chose an agriculture related issue, wrote a policy brief, and engaged in activities to facilitate discussion on the topic.
Through the course of the term, a relationship was built with the university’s Associate Vice President for Federal Relations, who assisted in securing meetings with Congressional offices for the capstone experience.  Additionally the CALS Dean established a relationship with the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association (NCBA), which facilitated a meeting during the capstone experience.  Through connections with the Office of Federal Relations, students participated in the Federal Budget Challenge (a program of the Concord Coalition) during the spring 2013 term.

The capstone experience took place from May 13 – 17, 2013.  Key learning elements included meetings at AFBF, NCBA, and Congressional offices.  At the end of the week, students presented a five minute talk on their selected issue to AFBF staff, followed by questions.
 
Results to Date/Implications

Students were asked to respond to a retrospective pre-then-post assessment, asking them to rate their level of confidence with each course objective on a five point scale with 1 representing “not at all confident” and 5 “extremely confident.”  For all five objectives, students’ perceptions indicated more confidence after the program.  Students were asked to provide qualitative feedback; following are two examples: (a) “The course taught me about myself and how I make decisions.  I also think it will help me become more involved in my community;” and (b) “I have a better understanding of how our government works now because of this trip.  This will allow me to be more knowledgeable in working with local and state government.  I also know through the change model that we worked with how to effect change in my future.”  Based on the positive feedback, plans are underway to continue the program for the next academic year.

Future Plans/Advice to Others

The following recommendations were developed for the coming year: (a) Create an experimental course for the 2013 – 2014 academic year, moving away from using a “house number” for the course; (b) Continue the Federal Budget Challenge activity during the spring term; (c) Expand promotion of the course throughout CALS, with a limit of 16 students.  Target first year students and sophomores in order to facilitate internships during the junior and senior year; (d) Utilize the four students from the pilot year as preceptors throughout the seminar and as group leaders during the DC experience; (e) Implement a state government component, including a visit to state government offices and state based agriculture organizations; (f) Seek support from state based agriculture groups for student travel to DC; and (g) Implement more information about internships throughout the spring term.

Resources Needed

Students paid $1000 each for lodging, evening meals, and transportation while in Washington, DC.  Students’ airfare was paid from a departmental endowment.  Airfare per person was $397.60.  The $1000 student cost also included a Segway tour and a tour of Mt. Vernon.  The instructor costs (lodging, airfare, meals, and transportation) were paid from the instructor’s departmental funds generated from teaching winter and summer session courses.  Partnerships with the university’s Office of Federal Relations, the CALS Dean, and the American Farm Bureau Federation were critical components to the implementation of the program. 
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