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New Competencies to be Successful as an Extension Agent in Present Context

Introduction

The Smith-Lever Act was passed by the U.S. Congress in 1914, and the Cooperative Extension Service (CES) was established (Seevers, Graham, & Conklin, 2007). It serves as an educational outreach network of the land-grant colleges and the USDA, which is “a vast network of interdependent yet relatively independent institutions throughout all the states and territories” (Boone, 1988, p. 11). It is dedicated to developing the agricultural system, and that requires continuous adaptation due to changing technology and demographics. According to Graham (1994), the CES organization is considered the “largest network of out-of-school nonformal education” in the world (p. 415). The strengths of CES are its ability to transmit research-based information and the involvement of its clients in determining, planning, and implementing programs that meet their needs. According to Petrzelka, Padgitt, and Wintersteen (1999), it is important for CES to reflect and evaluate its subject matter, audiences, and methods while moving into the 21st century. In the last two decades, CES has experienced major transformational changes in terms of programs, finances, and personnel (ECOP, 2002). The rapidly globalizing economy and increasingly complex clients have created major concerns and shifting priorities for CES. Regardless of priorities, the effectiveness of the Extension programs greatly depends on the delivery approach and competencies of the Extension agent. The identification of new competencies needed for Extension agents to be successful in changing environment is significant for planning in-service educational programs. The purpose of this poster presentation is to communicate new competencies needed for Extension agents to be successful in the Cooperative Extension. 
Theoretical Framework

Maddy, Niemann, Lindquist, & Bateman (2002) defined competency in Extension education “as the basic knowledge, attitudes, skills, and behaviors that contribute to excellence in Extension education programs” (p. 1). Stone (1997) described competencies as the application of knowledge, technical skills, and personal characteristics that are designed around the abilities individuals and groups need to give effective job performances and use in making human resource decisions. Bartram, Robertson, & Callinan, (2002) defined competencies as “sets of behaviors that are instrumental in the delivery of desired results or outcomes” (p. 7). Mulder (2001) identified the roles of competency in an organization as organizational strategy, personnel management, training and development, the link between education and labor, professional development, and regional training or economic structure policies. The review of these views indicates the need for continuous identification and development of competencies for Extension professionals to be effective in generating desired outcomes with the socioeconomic and technological changes.
Methodology


This was a descriptive online survey research study conducted with a random sample of Extension agents. The survey instrument was designed and validated by a panel of experts. It was pilot tested to establish the reliability. The Cronbach alpha was .94. The survey received 66% response rate. Early and late respondents were compared to address nonresponse error ( Lindner, Murphy, & Briers, 2001). Descriptive statistics were used to summarize data.
Results and Conclusions

Approximately 34.7% of the respondents identified emotional intelligence (EI) as the most essential competency in the current context. This would include motivation, self-confidence, and empathy. The individuals with emotional competency have the skill to manage their emotions in response to an events or situations, and react accordingly. In the Texas Extension Competency Model, EI competencies are parallel to the “personal effectiveness” competency (Stone & Coppernoll, 2004). The respondents perceived interpersonal skills, which includes social skills, as another important competency for extension agents. Similar to this finding, Cooper & Graham (2001) reported that personal skills including people skills, positive attitudes, friendliness, and self motivation as important competencies for agents. Other additional competencies identified by the respondents were flexibility or adaptability and managing resources. Flexibility is needed when the organizational environment is experiencing changes (Bartram et al., 2002; Cochran, 2009). Several new competencies identified by the respondents were expansion of existing core-competency for Extension Agents, especially under the programming, technical/subject matters, and professionalism competencies. Several respondents indicated that program evaluation and understanding how to use the Extension Reporting System (ERS) as important competencies in order to ensure accountability of Extension programming. The respondents also pointed out the need for Extension agents to have research knowledge competencies to understand the research process, interpret and apply recommendations to real life problems. Emotional intelligence, interpersonal skills, flexibility for adapting to changing environment and ability manage resources have been identified as new competencies important for Extension agents to be successful in the present context.
Recommendations

It is important to incorporate Emotional intelligence, interpersonal skills, flexibility for adapting to changing environment and ability manage resources into the current list of Extension competencies to ensure that Extension competencies are up-to-date with organizational and environmental changes.
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