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The Influence of Professional Development Experiences on Leadership Skills and Careers of Extension Directors and Administrators

 Introduction

The most effective leadership development programs occur within the context of the work environment and are connected to organizational strategy (Fulmer &Wagner, 1999; Hernz-Broome & Hughes, 2004. The Cooperative Extension System (CES) has supported an internal national leadership development program for potential leaders since 1990 through the National Extension Leadership Development Program (NELD) and Leadership Development for the 21st Century (LEAD21). It is not clear in the extant research if leadership development stimulates leadership growth, abilities and the career-path of faculty in the years following participation in a rigorous leadership program. This explanatory study investigated the influence of NELD/LEAD21 learning experiences on the leadership growth, subsequent practice and career trajectory of program graduates. This study addressed research priority three of the American Association for Agricultural Education’s (AAAE) research priority areas (Doerfert, 2011) which focuses on a “sufficient supply of well-prepared agricultural scientists and professionals” (Doerfert, 2011, p. 18
Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework was developed from a thorough review of the literature and based in five constructs that support the variables upon which the interview questions were based.  These constructs include: early preparation, leadership development experience, perception and behavioral application of development experience, leadership growth and subsequent practice. (Bass, 1990; Cangemi, 2001; Carr, 1999; Green, 1990; Hernz-Broome & Hughes, 2004; Katz, 1995; Kouzes & Posner, 2002; Moore & Rudd, 2004; Mumford, et. al., 2000; Northouse, 2003; Raines & Arlberg, 2003; Stogdill, 1974;). The conceptual framework allows for Extension Director’s and Administrator’s insights and opinions as a lens for exploring and understanding the influence of leadership development experiences on leadership growth, subsequent practice and career trajectory.  
Methodology

The following research question guided the study: What are the ways in which LEAD21/NELD participation have influenced the leadership growth, abilities, subsequent practice and the career path of Extension Directors and Administrators in the years following their participation in the intensive leadership program.  The study followed a qualitative research design modeled after the design of Defrantz-Dufor (2007) of an explanatory case study to investigate and explain the phenomenon of leadership development program experiences on the leadership skills and career paths of Extension Directors and Administrators. The purposive sample were personnel who had attained a State Director or Administrator position since completing the NELD/LEAD21 program (n=11). In-depth interviews were conducted using a semi-structured format (Merriam, 1998; Rubin & Rubin, 2005) via Blackboard Collaborate, video-conferencing software, and were approximately two hours in length.  The researcher transcribed the interviews verbatim as well as reviewed the participants’ vita and biographical sketch. Each transcript was coded for analysis with codes assigned to the study constructs, conceptual dimensions and variables in the conceptual framework. Pseudonyms were used to protect the identity of the administrators. 
Results/Findings

All respondent were Extension Directors at the time of the interview, ten men and one woman.  Ten study participants had agriculture related degrees; one had a degree in Adult and Extension Education.  The state directors and administrators represented nine 1862 and two 1890 institutions. Multiple themes related to each construct emerged from the interviews. 
Early Preparation:  This construct includes the dimensions of planning, development and awareness.  The analysis showed a doctorate degree is required to advance, preferable with at least one degree in agriculture and natural resources. Only three participants indicated their early career goal was to become an upper-level Extension administrator or leader but rather study participants implied their goal was to be “the best” in their current role.  Each individual participated in some type of early leadership training and were supported either formally or informally by mentors internal to their Extension System.  
Leadership Development. Ten skill sets of competency learning are included in this construct. Changes in knowledge, skills and behaviors following NELD/LEAD21 were most influenced by understanding self, problem solving, diversity and communication. Administrators also suggested their learned behaviors include listening, gathering input, analyzing, isolating core issues, and prioritizing in order to solve problems.  
Perception and Behavioral Application of Development Experiences. This construct comprises how NELD/LEAD21 interns practiced the new knowledge and skills learned as a result of their participation in the leadership program.  Since participating in NELD/LEAD21, the study participants have engaged in additional leadership development training and sought out mentoring relationships, formally and informally. Each felt the program significantly influenced their leadership goals. They said they learned to use communication, decision-making, interpersonal skills, mentoring, teamwork, and change management skills. 
Leadership Growth. This construct explored the performance dimension to learn of career trajectory, competency, experiences, and career satisfaction. Each participant was able to verbalize what they learned from the leadership development program and how these abilities related to the upward career steps which led them to the Extension Director positions.  They felt that NELD/LEAD21 was a major factor in upward career trajectory and satisfaction. 
Subsequent Practice. This construct has one conceptual dimension, Recommendations, for potential administrators. Crisis management, conflict, and managing difficult people were suggested for training topics. The participants felt that mentoring, coaching, support and encouragement from other leaders is crucial to keeping individuals with potential leadership abilities in the pool. Attendance to leader training programs should be encouraged. 

Conclusions and Recommendations

The results supports research suggesting leadership development expands the capacity of a person to be effective in a leadership role (Bass, 1990; Kegan & Lahey, 1984; McCauley, Moxley & Van Velsor, 1998). Early career preparation does effect selection for leadership programs. The participants of this study believed they learned leadership skills that when applied contributed to specific behavioral practices, which supported and encouraged leadership success.  The LEAD21/NELD program had a positive influence on leadership growth and subsequent career path of the participants. CES should continue to invest in leadership development to enrich careers and strengthen the pool of emerging leaders. 
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