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Guiding Youth Leadership Activities with a Course Management System
Introduction/Need for Study
With the evolution of both social media and other technologies, young adults prefer to use electronic means to communicate and share information with others. However, young adults prefer to interact with their teachers and other adults through e-mail, rather than through text messaging or Facebook and a major concern to young adults are threats to their online security and safety, including stalking from acquaintances (Agosto & Abbas, 2010).  In response, careful techniques and procedures are required to systematically combat communication difficulties with young adults, especially those with challenging responsibility in leadership roles such as FFA State Officers. A possible solution to the communication divide between officers and state FFA staff that is cognizant of young adult preferences and desires is a Course Management System (CMS). Defined as software systems that are used in managing teaching and learning in a collaborative environment (Morgan, 2003), CMS allow for target audiences to gather available information without great technical knowledge in computer programming (Meerts, 2003).  Originally developed for use with academic courses, CMS have proven to be effective for non-classroom purposes (Ullmann, 2009).  Because of the features of course management systems, the [state] FFA pursued the creation of a CMS site for the FFA officer team and staff. 

How the Program Works
Communication with State FFA Officers can be a time consuming and costly activity when officers do not live in the same city as the state office. To develop group dynamics and accountability, the state staff used [state land grant institution’s] Course Management System (CMS) as a cost effective method of communicating and distributing information to, and among, the officer team. The objective for this program is to provide a holding place for all resources and activities calendar, among other items, for officers to access at any time. In the early stages of development for the CMS program, access was gained from the [state land grant institution], since a relationship between [state] FFA Association and the [state land grant institution] was already established, the program was able to gain the use of the CMS program. Using the basic format for a CMS, state staff designated the following options for use: Calendar, Resources, Mail Tool, Chat Room, Forum, Announcements, and Drop Box. After the initial design was established, the next step was to begin adding subpages to the options listed above. The resources section and the calendar are the two most important pieces of the design. In both content areas, the officers can find vital information to aid them in their leadership position such as: commitments, roles and responsibilities, event locations and logistics, contact information, and other information as necessary. Content areas also serve as a repository for officer posts, and information designed to enhance knowledge about their position, leadership potential, agricultural advocacy, FFA sponsorship and communication between the state office and officers. The site is maintained by both the state staff as well as the [state] FFA Officer team who have access to change and add information to the site. 

The tools associated with the CMS site create opportunities for defining clear goals and expectations, identifying task meaningfulness, evaluation and feedback, and team development of culture and cohesiveness. The calendar tool highlights dates for visits and other FFA events so that both officers and state staff are aware of officer travel and commitments, and is effective for managing state FFA activities throughout the year. The officers use the chat room and forum to post responses to agricultural hot topics, leadership discussion questions and personal reflections on leadership reading material. The drop box is used to upload speeches, photos, written magazine articles, and information that needs to communicated to the state office. The announcements have been a useful tool for state staff to communicate urgent information to the officers, as each new announcement is shown on the home or opening page of the CMS for all of the members to view when they log on to the site. The mail tool allows participants to send emails to select individual(s). In addition to personal emails, daily messages are sent from the CMS summarizing new postings, announcements, and calendar events to remind officers to maintain communication.  Through the use of the CMS, state staff and the state officer teams are able to: better manage the event calendar for visits, document staff and officer responsibilities, build individual and group leadership, and identify areas of weakness improvement. 

Results to Date/Implications
The program has been fully operational for two years; serving as a communication tool in that time for 14 officer members, and five state staff. The website has been an access point for officers and staff to maintain contact and access to the calendar while away from the state FFA office. The site has been an asset to the program’s ability to manage officers and overall group performance. Before inception of the program, it was difficult to manage individual calendars and provide resources needed for efficient completion of tasks across the state. The CMS has decreased both time and effort spent re-communicating information to the team and, thus, students are able to leisurely gather information at their literal fingertips. Site maintenance is the responsibility of the state officer coordinator, employed by the [state] FFA Association. Site renovations occur at least once weekly, enhancing efficiency for all involved parties. The site has proven to be a beneficial piece to the state officer program and its members.    

Future Plans/Advice for Others
Plans are in place for site use with the 2011 State FFA Officer team. Staff oversight regarding site current and accurate content has proven beneficial and continued use is necessary for the team correspondence. Site improvements are perpetual as officers and state staff improves efficiency and effectiveness. The successful use of a CMS for a state officer program requires constant maintenance and updated the information. Officers will learn to associate task meaningfulness to regular, daily access of the site through encouragement regarding the personal and professional need for networking and development. 

Costs/Resources Needed
Access to the Land Grant’s Course Management System was $0.00, due to the established relationship between the FFA program and the housing educational department. This cost is valued at $100.00, which is an approximation of server maintenance site disk space at the university.  The salary cost of the employee responsible for management and facilitation of the site is the primary cost.  An average of 5 hours per week at a staff service cost of $15.00 per hour, oversight of the CMS equals $75.00 per week.  The yearly cost of using this program would be equal to $3,750.00 ($75.00 * 50 weeks per year). Counterbalancing this expense are the hours spent previously for e-mails and phone calls to arrange state officer activities.  Indirect costs for the project include electricity, employee office space, computers and personal internet connectivity of the individual state FFA officers.  Because some officers live in areas without access to high speed internet, costs would also include travel to a location that offers this option.
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