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Introduction
In 2009, the state’s cooperative extension system began a planning process to develop a five-year strategic plan. As the state steering committee for the cooperative extension system began their discussion of how the planning process should take place they looked to the literature to determine recommendations for conducting a strategic planning session. The steering committee wasThe steering committee  disappointed to find that little had been published offering recommendations in the extension literature. The Journal of Extension has published only a handful of studies relevant to strategic planning or organizational change initiatives (Bull, Cote, Warner, & McKinnie, 2004; Johnsrud & Rauschkolb, 1989; King & Boehlje, 2000; Schmitt & Bartholomay, 2009).  Unfortunately none of the studies reported how state cooperative extension systems initiated and completed the strategic planning process. As a result, the interim director  invited Agricultural Education and Extension Department faculty to conduct a study of the strategic planning process in an effort to provide insight and guidance to other extension organizations engaged in similar endeavors.  The Agricultural Education and Extension Department research team has been observing the planning process since May 2009 and will continue to observe and record the process until February 2010 when the steering committee will complete its five-years strategic plan for the state’s cooperative extension system.

The theory of Cervero and Wilson was utilized by the research team as a conceptual framework to better understand the dynamics of group planning. According to the Cervero and Wilson (2006), planning is a “social activity whereby people construct educational programs by negotiating personal, organizational, and social interest in contexts marked by socially structured relations of power” (p. 24). Based on this theory, planners need to have an understanding of who participates in the planning process. To gain a better insight into the process, the research team observed a variety of groups that were participating in the process. These groups included the steering committee, subgroups created from the steering committee, internal cooperative extension audiences such as staff, faculty, and specialists, and external audiences such as agricultural commodity groups, and state and local government officials.
 
Methodology 
The research study was designed as a qualitative case study to answer the following questions:
1. How are the planning practices initiated and implemented in a state-wide strategic planning initiative?
2. How does the steering committee influence the planning process?
3. How are the expected and unexpected barriers in the planning work addressed at the state, district and county levels of the planning process?

Data was collected from:  1) observations of steering committee meetings, 2) formal in-depth interviews with the state extension director, the three state program directors, participants in the steering committee, as well as participants in the district and county planning meetings, and 3) qualitative document analysis (Yin, 2003). The participants in this study include the state extension director, the three state program leaders, the 26 individuals identified as the state steering committee, as well as all participants in the district, county and center-based and campus-based extension faculty.

Prior to observing the first planning meeting of the state steering committee and then throughout the duration of the case study, the research team collected documents and archived records related to the activities of the strategic planning work.  Materials were collected from the cooperative extension system website, archived staff records from earlier planning meetings for previous conferences, as well as the cooperative extension system annual reports.  

Formal observations (Yin, 2003) are being conducted during each of the planning meetings and by the inclusion of the researchers in all email exchanges that have taken place in between the formal group meetings.  

Another data source in this descriptive case study will be a series of interviews with select participants of the steering committee, district meetings, and county meetings.  The interviews will be designed to bring to the surface deep, authentic experiences, and to provide respondents the space to offer their opinions and reflective insights (Gubrium & Holstein, 2001) into the strategic planning work.  

Implications
Throughout the study preliminary results have been provided to the steering committee in order for the members to have more information. This additional information about the process as it being conducted allows the steering committee to adjust the procedures as they are occurring in order to have the process run as smoothly as possible.

The preliminary final results from the study have been provided to the Extension steering committee on an ongoing  basis in order to give the committee members information about how the planning process is progressing. The final results will be published in extension and agricultural education journals to offer guidance and recommendations to individuals involved in strategic planning processes in other cooperative extension systems across the nation. 

Future Plans
In the future the research team will observe and analyze how the resulting strategic plan that is developed by the steering committee is implemented. Research will be conducted into how the extension faculty, staff, and specialists resist or embrace the plan. Another component of the research will be how the external audiences in the state such as agricultural commodity groups, homeowners, and state and local officials react to the strategic plan.
 
Resources Needed
The research project required fifteen thousand dollars to complete which covered travel costs for the research team to observe meetings. Expenses were also incurred for conducting, transcribing, and analyzing interviews. 
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