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Differences in the Level of Synthesis of Leadership Life Skills Among 4-H Program Alumni
Introduction/Need for Study
Agriculture leadership is a priority research objective as outlined by the American Association for Agricultural Education’s National Agriculture Education Research Agenda. The agenda poses the question, “How can leadership education programs be designed and implemented to increase the leadership capacity of youth, communities, higher education, agribusiness, and allied organizations in domestic and international settings?” (pg. 6).	
Leadership life skill development continues to be a major goal of the 4-H Program (Seevers & Dormody, 1995). Miller (1976) defined youth leadership life skill development as the “development of life skills necessary to perform leadership functions in real life” (pg. 2). 4-H has a long history of providing life skills to youth that extend into their adult lives (Radhakrishna, 2005). Many studies have been conducted to determine the role of 4-H on leadership and life skill development (Fitzpatrick, et al., 2005; Radhakrishna, 2005; Boyd, Herring, & Briers, 1992; Ladewig & Thomas, 1987; Goodwin, et al., 2005; Seevers & Dormody, 1995). These studies cumulatively conclude that 4-H members have developed critical life skills through the program. However no studies comparing the life skill development of early program alums (college students) of varying involvement levels in the 4-H program have been conducted. 
Conceptual Framework
Many studies exist that examine the level of 4-H participation and its effect on leadership life skill development. Boyd, Herring, & Briers (1992) found that the level of 4-H participation was a significant predictor of leadership life skills development scores among 4-H youth. Heinsohn and Cantrell (1986) concluded that the greatest impact on leadership life skill development would be made by increasing youth involvement in leadership experiences beyond the community club level. Therefore, youth involved in the 4-H program will receive maximum leadership life skill development by having experiences beyond the local level. 
Within cognition, learning is divided into six categories from simplest to most difficult: 1) knowledge, 2) comprehension, 3) application, 4) analysis, 5) synthesis, and 6) evaluation (Bloom, 1956). Synthesis is an upper level skill which includes the ability to put parts together to form a new whole, unique communication, set of abstract relations (Boone & Boone, 2005). 
Methodology
Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen (1993) tell us that random sampling is not the preferred method when doing qualitative research because the major concern is not to generalize but to understand nuances. In this case, the context being studied is early (5 or fewer years out) 4-H program alumni. The researchers used purposive sampling to identify potential subjects and recruited at a [university] [student group] meeting. Those data were compared to data previously collected at National4-H Conference.  This study focused on 26 individuals who are 4-H alumni. 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted and coded to retain confidentiality. These codes are included in the results section as part of the trustworthiness criteria of confirmability and the audit trail. Data analysis followed the traditional methods of constant comparative analysis described by Glaser and Strauss (1967) for use in naturalistic inquiry. Peer debriefing and member checking was done to help establish the credibility of the research. Findings of this research are part of a larger study done by the researchers (Anderson, Bruce, & Mouton, 2010). 
Results/Findings
	The researchers found that 4-H alumni who had national-level leadership experiences (“Nationals”) synthesized leadership life skills at a higher level than those who had only state (States), or local (Locals) leadership experiences. Skills and competencies at the upper levels of Bloom's Taxonomy--analysis, synthesis, and evaluation--were least prevalent in those 4-H curriculum at a local level (Sawi & Smith, 1997). Findings are organized into the different statements made about gaining a specific skill from the Nationals, States, and Locals. 
	Skill Gained
	Nationals
	States
	Locals

	On the 4-H Influence
	The 4-H experience showed me that agriculture wasn’t all about pigs and pickles or cows and cooking...Agriculture is … a lifestyle for me. It is the person that I am and the person I want to be (I5. 3).
	It [4-H] definitely has made me who I am (I3.2).   
	Well, it’s given me a lot. I’ve learned a lot. Probably more than what I would have 
learned if I wasn’t in 4-H (I2.2). 


	On Career Choice
	I’m studying to be an athletic trainer … and I think that 4-H motivates you to succeed in life and that has inspired me to work with others so that they can succeed as well (I6. 2).
	…when I get out of college, I’m hoping to stay in some type of agriculture related thing and you know 4-H is kind of related to agriculture in general and NC State and so I think that it will have an impact (I6. 2).  
	I guess it opened my options as far as maybe doing something in the 4-H or extension area (I1.1). 


	On Mentoring Youth
	It is very fulfilling to be a part of youth recognizing their abilities and their talents and being able to use those… through 4-H (I11. 2). 
	I love working with the younger youth (BI5.4).
	So you know the ones that kind of kept with it and stayed through an extended period of time you can really see them growing and what they learned …(I1.1). 

	On Confidence
	Even though I have some natural confidence in the stuff that I do, I think that 4-H instilled in me a sense of confidence, knowing what I want to do and what I believe in (I11. 1).  
	It definitely helped me to come out and become more confident in myself. (I4.2).
	I guess you could say to go up to speak to other people or to go get people involved in the organization.  So, it kind of helped me to open up and blossom into an individual. (I7.2).


	Conclusions	
	The differences between the articulation of experiences between the National Collegiate Facilitator Alumni and the local-level experience alumni were overwhelming. The national-level experience alumni were more forthcoming and descriptive of the leadership life skills that they developed as a result of 4-H programming. On the other hand, the local-level experience alumni were more focused on the actual projects rather than the overall experience or overarching skills gained. Consistent with previous research, those alumni who had 4-H experiences at a national level perceived a higher level of leadership life skill development than those who only had experiences at a local level. 
Implications
There is an opportunity for 4-H leaders and Extension agents to encourage 4-Hers to get involved past the local club level to maximize leadership life skill development through 4-H. By making leadership life skill opportunities of a higher level available, 4-Hers will be maximizing the resources that the 4-H program has to offer. Being involved on a higher level is not just about fostering a sense of belonging, but utilizing resources for leadership life skill development. References
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