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An Innovative Approach to Leadership Development Program Evaluation

Introduction

Agricultural and natural resource leadership development (ANR LD) programs exist “to increase the participant’s understanding of political, social and economic systems, to develop social skills, to be effective spokespeople for their industry or community, to expand individual networks, and to develop future political, civic and organizational leaders” (Howell, Weir, & Cook, 1982, p. 52). “Leadership must be transforming—focused on new ways of being” (Foster, 2001, p. 2) because ANR LD program participants are serving as opinion leaders in their spheres of influence, and diffusing information to friends, family, colleagues, and peers (Chiarelli, Stedman, Carter, & Telg, 2010; Valente & Davis, 1999). Evaluation practices are acknowledged as necessary but are currently insufficient. Consequently, needed programmatic changes may not be occurring in as timely a manner as they should. ANR LD programs, especially those managed as part of the Cooperative Extension system, need appropriate evaluation measures that can help improve program relevance, quality, and accomplishments (Ladewig, 1999). 
Methodology
A robust, quantitative ability to articulate success (as defined by producing leaders with the knowledge, ability, skill, and aspirations that program directors deem important) is currently lacking. The development and implementation of a comprehensive evaluation plan is an innovation that will serve ANR LD programs by providing greater accountability and program visibility to program stakeholders (Ladevig, 1999). The typical ANR LD program model (see Figure 1) includes numerous seminars where interventions are intended to influence participant knowledge, skill, attitude, and aspirations (KASA). 
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Figure 1: ANR LD Program Model
An innovative program evaluation process is proposed to capture all of the outcomes associated with ANR LD programs (see Figure 1). As part of this process program participants will take an assessment of their knowledge at the beginning of the program (pre-test) and again at the end (post-test). The majority of the content will be similar or identical between the pre and post-tests. This will allow for measurement of KASA changes over time to be tracked and quantified. The pre-test will capture demographic information as well as establish a baseline of existing KASA as well as previous industry experience. The post-test will include the same KASA-based instruments administered during the pre-test. Additionally, the post-test will include a number of scales specifically developed to capture participants’ behavioral intent. These questions will be based on the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen 1991) and created using Ajzen’s (2002) recommendations. Finally, the post-test will include a number of open-ended questions used for program enhancement into the future. 

While the use of pre-tests and post-test in collecting evaluation data is well established (Rossi, 2004) the proposed additional triangulation of data is extremely innovative. In addition to the participant pre and posttest, three additional measures are planned. First, a control group of demographically similar individuals will be used to evaluate participant KASA changes relative to non-participants. The control group will complete identical instruments to allow for comparison (Rossi, 2004). An annual follow up survey of graduates will be used to assess longitudinal impacts of the program. Finally, a third party review of the participant’s post then pre-program KASA-related changes will be administered to a participant supervisor, peer, and partner (Gouldthorpe & Israel, 2013). The outside review of outcomes will be a first of its kind within ANR LD programming, and will provide program directors significant insight. The use of multiple data capturing channels will help to better establish the program outcomes experienced by participants (Rossi, 2004). 
Implications
Innovative program evaluation has the potential to improve the value and validity of outcomes associated with ANR LD programs. The use of innovative, rigorous evaluation approaches will also lend credibility to results communicated to stakeholders. Triangulating data in this manner has been done in the past; however, there are currently no ANR LD programs that are conducting an evaluation as comprehensive as the innovative model proposed. Extending beyond the immediate benefit of improved evaluation results, ANR LD programs would benefit from improved evaluation consistency across programs. Although specific KASA outcomes may vary, consistent evaluation approaches may inform program director decisions regarding programming changes.
Future Plans
Currently a single southern state is beginning to pilot the proposed innovative evaluation approach. A class of participants was recently selected and a first seminar is scheduled. Prior to the seminar, the plan is to implement the pre-test as well as the control group test. When the program concludes in two years the post-test, third party review, and longitudinal aspects of the evaluation will be initiated. The innovative evaluation plan and approach has been communicated with ANR LD program directors across the nation and numerous other programs are interested in implementing the innovative evaluation approach during their future classes.
Resources Needed
A limited number of resources are required. Logistically, a platform to capture innovative evaluation data must be accessible to all participants (web-based preferred to reduce error associated with data entry moving from paper-based evaluations). The intangible resources required to make the innovative evaluation successful include a specific set of KASA outcomes that are to be evaluated. Without a defined outcome the proposed approach loses validity between pre and post-test. The largest challenge associated with the approach is investing the time before the program begins to ensure the appropriate measures are in place. 
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