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Transforming leaders through international experiential learning: A synergistic collaboration between nonprofit and academia

Introduction

The increasing trend of globalization has amplified interest in international education.  A survey conducted for the Association of American Colleges and Universities reports more than 60% of employers polled believed recent graduates lacked the skills to succeed in the global economy (Fischer, 2007).  The Committee for Economic Development (2006) also makes the plea to enhance our current educational system through the strengthening of foreign language skills and international awareness of students.  Industry is clearly sending higher education a message concerning the need for international education and rightly so, institutions need to address this issue. This program aims to move beyond a traditional educational approach engaging students in a synergistic collaboration allowing students to learn from leaders in the development and professional sectors of the industry.  Through experiential learning, students expand their needs and expectations of learning to a higher level while increasing their confidence and motivation for careers in the global economy. 

Program Framework

As a result of this interest in global education, a collaboration of organizations developed an educational experience and international program based upon experiential learning and leadership for college students. The International Collegiate Agricultural Leadership (ICAL) program has been a successful model providing the opportunity for collegiate students from various academic disciplines to gain a valuable life experience transforming their views of agricultural development, leadership, and cultural awareness. 

As the concept for the program was developed, staff from both the National Grains Council and the National FFA Organization came together to determine the educational objectives for the program. The two-week intensive experience begins with cultural training and orientation where students are briefed on economic trends, trade issues and policies, and cultural components of the countries visited. 

This program is validated and disseminated through the educational frameworks of Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956) and Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model (1984). 

With Bloom’s (1956) categories for the cognitive domain, the program objectives address:

· Knowledge: Identify information about the cultural, economic, and development of the respective countries through training and prepared resources.

· Comprehension: Understand complexities of the economies in respective countries through site visits to various sectors of the agricultural and food industry.

· Application:  Apply knowledge and demonstrate learning by conducting a SWOT analysis of each country.

· Analysis: Identify current trade and cultural issues of each country; Discover careers in international development and marketing.

· Synthesis: Create a presentation explaining findings from SWOT analysis presented at end of visit to host country stakeholders.

· Evaluation: Describe experience and relate to educational interest through reflective journaling and presentations to local, state, and regional agricultural groups.

Kolb (1984) also provides a framework for the experiential learning component of this international program.  The four stages of the experiential learning cycle are demonstrated through:

· Concrete Experience: Student actively participates in the experience through travel to a foreign country, visits to various industry sectors and cultural offerings.

· Reflective Observation: Student reflects through journaling and the development of a presentation summarizing his or her experience abroad.

· Abstract Conceptualization: Student conceptualizes through the SWOT analysis and presentations.

· Active Experimentation: Student applies new learnings to academic discipline and leadership situations.

Results to date
This powerful program takes students through a wide range of educational and cultural encounters resulting in a transforming experience. ICAL has been in place since 2006 traveling to the countries of China, Egypt, Morocco, Spain, and Vietnam. The management of this program relies upon the consultation of industry professionals and knowledge of emerging world markets for agriculture.  As a result, the location and focus of the program from year to year is in line with recent trends, technology, and issues facing agriculture on a global scale.  Consequently, students share their experience and transfer information and knowledge to others through education and their chosen careers. 

Only the top 12 applicants are selected for the program each year.  This allows the focus to be on tailored educational development and individual growth for each student.  While a selective program, it has given 48 students the opportunity to engage in agricultural education on a global scale.   

Future plans and resources needed
While onsite contacts in the countries and sponsor support are necessary, equally important are the partnerships fostered with academia across the nation.  These connections aid in the recruitment of students for this selective program. Therefore, continual support is needed from professionals in academia by recognizing and encouraging students to take part in this program.  By doing so, such discussions will foster global dialogue in the collegiate agricultural classroom. 

An additional goal of this program is to engage past participants, sponsors, and the continual network of career and educational opportunities for students interested in global opportunities. Linking students with industry will further individual career goals while fostering further reflection and evaluation of the program. Many businesses and organizations will continue to depend on students’ abilities to cooperate and interact with other cultures and communities around the world (Committee for Economic Development, 2006).
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