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INCREASING THE KNOWLEDGE OF TEXAS 4-H LIVESTOCK PROJECT LEADERS THROUGH MENTOR TRAINING:  ENHANCING THE KNOWLEDGE OF TEXAS 4-H MEMBERS WITH LIVESTOCK PROJECTS

Need For Idea or Innovation

Are livestock mentors needed in the Texas 4-H program?  Texas AgriLife Extension Service would very quickly answer that question with a “yes”.  The trained livestock volunteers (known as mentors) assist county extension agents in providing leadership to youth.  Texas AgriLife Extension Service relies heavily on volunteers to assist with implementing programs across the state.  According to Dodd & Lockett (2009), in 2007 there were 8,460 Master Volunteers within the Texas AgriLife Extension Service with each working an average of 130 hours.  Volunteers help reach more people in Texas, ensure that programs are relevant and also aid in the delivery and interpretation of programs to others (Boleman & Burkham, 2005).  According to Texas AgriLife Extension Service (2006), the purpose of the Texas 4-H Mentor Program is to provide training for 4-H project leaders, equipping them with a valuable set of resources and tools from which to build and support families enrolled in a specific livestock project.  Livestock projects are a big part of the Texas 4-H program.  According to research conducted by the Texas Cooperative Extension (2000), there were 71,196 projects consisting of market steers, goats, lambs and swine at the county level.  Those projects represent only the market animals and not all livestock projects.  There are implications that the Texas AgriLife Extension Service Livestock Mentor program will help to extend the educational arm of the county extension agent and aid in educating the 4-H members with livestock projects.  

Methodology

The Texas 4-H Livestock Mentor program was designed to increase the level of knowledge of the livestock mentor, so they may assist the county extension agent in providing leadership to 4-H members. Leading Through Program Excellence Guide (2010) was the program development model used to develop the mentor program.  This program development model included four phases: plan, design, implement and measure.  The 4-H Livestock Mentor program provided project leaders with two central themes of training.  The first theme was species specific to livestock projects.  The second theme was specific to youth and volunteer development.   Specific livestock species programs were implemented in the four Texas regions.  Once the livestock species was determined an agenda was set and county extension agents recruited the potential livestock mentor that would attend the training.  The livestock mentor training included 20 hours of training.  Resource people that were utilized to present the programs included county extension agents, District 4-H Program Specialists, Regional Program Directors, subject matter specialists, District Extension Administrators and industry representatives.  Once completed, those in attendance became livestock mentors and they provided assistance to the county extension agent with livestock projects at the county level.  

Results to Date

Since 2007, there have been nine livestock mentor trainings conducted across the state.  There have been 188 livestock volunteers that participated in the livestock mentor trainings and became certified livestock mentors with the Texas 4-H program.  The specific livestock mentor trainings that were conducted and the number of livestock project volunteers that attended are displayed in Table 1.

Table 1. 
 Livestock Mentor Training Attendance by Texas Agrilife Extension Region
	
	Region  

	Year
	North
	South
	East
	West

	2007
	18
	27
	
	8

	2008
	16
	16
	
	

	2009
	19
	15
	47
	22



Implications

The livestock mentor can be a valuable asset for the county extension agents that are responsible for providing leadership to the livestock projects in their respective counties.  The main implications that Texas AgriLife Extension Service saw with the program was the under-utilization of the livestock mentor by the county extension agent.  County extension agents have developed a strong sense of ownership of the program and have a hard time allowing the mentor to assist.  Potential livestock mentors are few in numbers and many counties will only have a small number.  Therefore, it is implied that livestock mentor trainings conducted every year or two was too frequent.

Future Plans / Advice to Others

Livestock mentors are a valuable asset for a county extension agent.  They can assist in providing quality educational experiences for the 4-H members and other livestock project leaders.  County extension agents need to be encouraged to take advantage of the valuable resources and provide the trainings to those volunteers.  County extension agents should develop a plan with the livestock mentor that has specific goals/objectives that need to be accomplished in the county.  The researchers recommend conducting livestock mentor training every four to five years.  A longitudinal study involving mentors active with youth is also recommended on a larger scale.  

Cost/Resources Needed

Cost and resources vary depending on what the planning committee decides.  Major expenses for trainings include resource materials, facilities, food, and resource people.  Registration fees and sponsorships will assist with the overall cost of the livestock mentor training.  Total cost for a livestock mentor training with 30 to 40 in attendance will be $2,000.00 to $4,000.00.  
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