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A Qualitative Examination of Successful Collaboration Among Extension Agents 

and Agricultural Science Teachers:  Examples, Barriers, and Enabling Factors
Introduction/Need for Research
Collaboration among Extension agents and Ag Science Teachers has the potential to increase the reach of both organizations to serve clientele. However, successful collaboration requires barriers to be minimized and enabling factors to be maximized.  This poster seeks to document best practices of collaboration among agents and teachers across [state].

Theoretical Framework
In order to understand how to encourage collaboration among agents and teachers, one must understand the history of both organizations. The [state] Extension service was founded in 1914 by the passage of the Smith-Lever Act with the purpose to allow the diffusion of current research to the mass populations ([state] State Historical Association, 2009).  During the same time period, secondary agricultural education was encouraged through the passage of the Smith-Hughes Act in 1917.  As shared by Moore (1988), “the Smith-Hughes Act simply provided federal funds directly to states to continue supporting the teaching of agriculture, established strict guidelines for operation of high school agricultural programs, and made the instruction more vocational” (p. 176).  Both organizations serve educational roles within agriculture.  Thus, it would seem appropriate that these two organizations collaborate with one another.  However, collaboration is not always achieved.  A review of literature conducted by Mattessich and Monsey (1992) revealed categories of factors that research has shown can influence collaboration and provides a theoretical base for the study of collaboration in the context of agricultural education and Extension.  Nineteen factors, articulated in the study, were grouped into six categories that included: environment, membership characteristics, process/structure, communication, purpose, and resources.  The authors shared that each of these categories were identified in the literature as influencing the “success of collaborations formed by human service, government, and other nonprofit agencies” (p. 14). However, while this study provides a wealth of information it does not address the context of agricultural science teachers and Extension agents.

Methodology
The purpose of this poster, as part of a larger study, was to document examples, barriers, and enabling factors shared by agents and teachers who were identified by leaders as successfully collaborating among one another.  The study reported here shares results of open-ended questions and a focus group session, examined qualitatively using the constant-comparative method.  Purposeful selection of participants was accomplished using a nomination process yielding a total of 33 respondents (15 agents; 18 teachers). A total of 12 (7 agents; 5 teachers) individuals participated in the focus group, which was held approximately two months following completion of the online survey.  The four open-ended questions presented at the end of the quantitative instrument included: “Describe specific ways you have been able to collaborate,” “Why do you feel you have been able to collaborate?,” “What barriers exist that may have kept you from collaborating?,” and “Are there additional examples that you could share that exhibit collaboration…or lack of collaboration?” Written responses were coded to maintain confidentiality of the respondents. Open-ended responses were then analyzed by researchers to identify themes, patterns, and categories.
Results/Findings

An evaluation of open-ended responses revealed three primary areas: barriers, enabling factors, and examples.  Focus group session responses supported primary areas, but also defined specific areas regarding collaboration, including personal definitions of collaboration, the influence of rural vs. urban settings of both teachers and agents and the influence of former involvement in 4-H or FFA.  During the focus group session, agents and teachers were eager to share their personal recommendations to encourage and support collaboration between the groups, including specific recommendations to leaders in both Extension and agricultural education who are in a position to encourage, support and promote collaboration efforts.  Aspects that were reported as influencing collaboration included interest and awareness of common program goals, good relationships, attitude, sharing of resources, and friendships. Respondents provided insight into barriers that prevent collaboration.  The most commonly listed barrier was time.  Additional barriers included: conflict of event dates, wrong people in positions, and personality conflicts, individuals that prefer to work alone, size of county, and weak relationships.  One respondent stated, “Some counties do not work together – it is a competition instead of collaboration.”  Focus group respondents added lack of communication, fear of change, and inexperience in understanding the benefits of collaboration.

Conclusions
Based on the findings of this study, both agriscience teachers and Extension agents in [state] see collaboration as both a necessity and a benefit, not only to each group of adults, but most importantly to the children involved in each individuals’ youth organization.  Agents and teachers see collaboration as a method of building lasting professional relationships as well as personal friendships which will further strengthen collaboration efforts.  Focus group responses revealed that both teachers and agents agree that seeing collaboration as a team effort will further strengthen relationships and the outcomes of collaborating.  A strong voice was heard from both groups in identifying a common purpose and related interests in activities as a motivation to collaborate with one another.  When teachers and agents can work together at livestock shows, hauling livestock, leadership activities, conducting workshops, fundraisers or in validation efforts, there is a greater opportunity to work together, build relationships and collaborate professionally.  Agents and teachers believe that strong working relationships foster stronger programs and hold greater benefit for children involved.

Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession
Agricultural education leaders and Extension agency leaders would benefit from creating activities that introduce the benefit of each group and how each group can complement the others efforts.  It is recommended that leaders of the groups investigate scheduling similar activities in ways that benefit both groups.  Additionally, it is recommended that in-service or workshops specific to the topic of collaborating with one another for incoming agents/teachers be considered.  Training on the benefits of collaborating could be emphasized to help teachers and agents further embrace the concept.  Recognizing successful collaboration efforts at county meetings, teacher meetings or banquets can also help promote collaboration among agents and teachers.  It is therefore recommended that leaders within these organizations schedule events or seek out appropriate times to recognize positive collaboration efforts or programs that further promote successful work among the organizations.  
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