Innovative Practice



To the Barn and Beyond: Connecting Livestock Skills to Leadership Development


Jackson Alexander, Program Associate – 4-H Volunteerism & Leadership
University of Arkansas Division of Agriculture 
Cooperative Extension Service
2301 South University Avenue
Little Rock, Arkansas 72204
(501)-671-2352
jalexander@uaex.edu


Dr. Chelsey Ahrens, Specialty Livestock/Youth Education Specialist
University of Arkansas Division of Agriculture 
Cooperative Extension Service
2301 South University Avenue
Little Rock, Arkansas 72204
(501)-671-2067
[bookmark: _GoBack]cahrens@uaex.edu
























To the Barn and Beyond: Connecting Livestock Skills to Leadership Development

Introduction
Leadership development programs have been found to possess a variety of benefits to participants, as well as the communities in which they work and live (Galloway, 1997). New experiences often lead to observation, reflection, and conclusion, and through the incorporation of critical reflection of leadership development programs, this allows for organizations to harness the opportunity to ensure students are learning the most effective and efficient practices related to leadership (Roberts, 2008). Agriculturally-focused youth leadership organizations, such as 4-H and FFA, strive to build leadership competencies in students through programs related to agricultural sciences and natural resources, citizenship, science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (Dykes, Cox, Ahrens, & Burris, 2013). Since 4-H’s inception, the organization has flourished into the largest youth leadership organization in the United States by providing life skills and character education to youth (National 4-H, 2011). 
The 4-H Professional Research, Knowledge, and Competencies include two focus domains that were used to develop the goals for a Livestock Leadership Academy. The domains “youth development” and “youth program development” were employed as guides due to their focus on “understanding how young people learn and grow” and “creating quality experiences for young people” (National 4-H Professional Development Task Force, 2004). These domains shaped the academy goals, which were to promote greater youth understanding of the policy making process, expand youth knowledge of current livestock issues, develop youth leadership skills, and improve communication techniques among youth. Extension personnel sought to align sessions and activities with the AAAE National Research Agenda. Specifically, the specialists worked to showcase priorities one and four, which are: public and policy maker understanding of agriculture and natural resources; and meaningful, engaged learning in all environments (Roberts, Harder, & Brashears, 2016). 

How it Works
Day one began by focusing on leadership, where 4-H’ers participated in icebreaker activities led by a former state FFA officer and national conference facilitator. After lunch, they participated in a low ropes course offered by the Arkansas 4-H Center, where the academy was held. A battle of “Minute to Win It” team challenges and reflections rounded out the day. Day two included a motivational speaker who owns and operates a dairy farm. She was selected due to her ability to relate to students from a livestock perspective while also encouraging them in personal growth and leadership development. Later, an “agvocacy” session was conducted, where 4-H’ers worked in teams to research and develop problem-solving strategies for current issues in agriculture. During lunch, the Arkansas Secretary of Agriculture spoke about current affairs related to the agriculture industry, and the role 4-H’ers can play in sharing that message. 
The afternoon on day two focused on career building with a college fair and career panel. 4-H’ers later toured the Arkansas Livestock and Poultry Commission, where they learned about veterinarian practices, rules, and regulations pertaining to livestock and poultry. The evening ended with a dance and reflections. Finally, day three had one session dedicated to the importance of effective written communication. 4-H’ers were responsible for writing a thank you card to an academy sponsor explaining their experience. Upon completion of the thank you cards, there was a final reflection session where 4-H’ers wrote short-term “SMART” goals for themselves that would be mailed back to them six months after the conference.
Results to Date
	Upon completion of the academy, a survey was disseminated to attendees in order to assess demographics and measure various key areas from the academy. A response rate of 100 percent from all 25 attendees revealed there were six males and 19 females with an average age of 15.64 years old. Furthermore, 4-H’ers were asked to indicate their project focus area, and participants revealed 80 percent were involved in project areas related to the animal agriculture industry, such as swine, beef, goats, dairy, animal science, or veterinary science.
	In reference to assessing what skills or knowledge participants walked away with, a number of targeted areas were measured. Before the conference, 63 percent of participants indicated they were “somewhat” or “very” knowledgeable about agricultural issues, while 86 percent said they were “somewhat” or “very” knowledgeable after the academy. Next, participants were asked to rate their level of confidence in being an “agvocate” before and after the academy. Fifty-nine percent indicated they were “somewhat” confident before, and 78 percent said they felt “confident” or “very confident” after. Finally, within the scope of leadership development, participants were asked to indicate their ability to set measureable, effective goals. Before the conference, 77 percent of participants said they felt “moderately” or “significantly” confident in their goal setting abilities, while 91 percent indicated they felt “moderately” or “significantly” confident after taking part in the academy.      
	As a final measure of assessing the success of the academy, participants were asked about the overall effectiveness of the leadership development sessions, as well as the advocacy and communication training. Eighty eight percent indicated the leadership development sessions were “effective” or “very effective,” and 84 percent said the advocacy and communications sessions were “effective” or “very effective” Finally, participants were asked to assign an overall letter grade indicating their level of satisfaction with the academy, and 94 percent assigned the letter grade “A-.” 

Future Plans	
After conducting an evaluation of the academy, the curriculum will be assessed and improved to meet educational standards and participant needs at the following year’s academy. The utilization of open communication and feedback will foster innovation to enhance curriculum taught at the academy in order to more effectively meet student’s needs, while also empowering students with the necessary skills to become quality, informed leaders inside and outside the animal agricultural industry. 
The Livestock Leadership Academy is scheduled to take place for a second year in March 2017. For the upcoming year, the academy coordinators are aiming to double the enrollment in order to expand livestock and agricultural knowledge, leadership skills, and advocacy abilities to a broader variety of 4-H members. In hopes of further offsetting the registration fees for academy participants, new donors are being sought from a variety of sectors within the animal agriculture industry. Finally, academy planners see the necessity of broadening the types of people who will sit on the career panel to include academic leaders, elected officials, and industry professionals.

Costs/Resources Needed
Expenses incurred for the conference included lodging, meals, guest speaker honorariums, ExCEL low ropes course fees, event insurance, and conference materials. In order to keep registration costs to a minimum, over $4,000 in donor support was received. This allowed the conference registration to be $85 per participant. 
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