
































































competencies most relevant to the program’s curriculum, program planners can assess desired 
competencies as an outcome indicator in Extension program evaluation. 
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Enhancing Extension Employee Productivity and Contribution Through International Experiences 

Jeff Howard 
University of Maryland Extension 

Abstract 

Internationalizing Extension has been a tenant of many land grant institutions work for many decades.  
A number of land grant institutions have international programming units or dedicated faculty who 
coordinate outreach opportunities to teach.  Most of the work is programmatically focused and a 
teaching role for faculty or sharing a new practice is principled in the relationship.  What may be less an 
area of focus is the affect the experience has on the individual faculty member.  Although there have 
been some studies that will ask faculty their perspective of how they may have changed as an individual, 
there has been perhaps less focus on how international experiences can be used as a strategy within the 
organizational and staff development circles to improve productivity and contribution by faculty and 
staff members.  This presentation will review the benefits of international experience for individuals as 
well as the implication on Extension programs as a whole.  Furthermore, a proposed research study will 
be shared which will include the areas of premise used as key highlights resulting from a literature 
review of theoretical benefits which served as a guiding outline for the presentation.  The goal of the 
presentation will be two- fold: to highlight the known benefits of international experiences and secondly 
to share how offering these opportunities can benefit the larger Extension system.  A quick internet 
search focused on benefits of international experiences on employees and companies will yield a 
summary of generally accepted outcomes.  The outcomes include improved communication skills by 
employees and greater empathy and acceptance of fellow employees and customers.  Companies find 
the international experiences of employees to put them at a competitive edge and the life experience of 
employees who have lived or traveled overseas creates a well-rounded individual.  Companies have 
reported that the competitive advantage they gain with internationally experienced employees 
enhances Shareholder acceptance as the financial benefits to the stockholders are readily seen 
(Carpenter, Sander, Gregersen,. 2000).  Employees with international experiences results in an 
appreciation for cultural diversity and many companies favor applicants who have overseas experiences.  
Jack Welch, famed CEO of General Electric (GE) is known to have stated the next CEO of GE must be 
more culturally aware than he was if GE was to continue to be relevant into the future (Ludwig,1999).  
Extension systems should assume that investing in faculty development via international experience will 
enhance the quality of their Organizations.  There is some theory that mid or later career employees 
often feel validated for their years of contribution when an international opportunity is made available 
to them.  Not only does the employee see it as a reward, but the Organization will benefit from an 
employee who is more productive, happy, and energized.  Furthermore, there is theory that the 
employee may feel a psychological contract with the Organization to enhance their work and 
contribution when they return  because of the investment that was made in them (Welch,2003).  
Studies done by Extension researchers have yielded information that further validates the wisdom of 
investing in overseas experiences for employees.  Of employees and constituents surveyed following 
international travel, in general, participants found the experience to enhance their world view and 
influenced many of them to stay internationally engaged at some level.  Commissioners and Extension 
funders also commented that the experience helped them better understand their own county’s 
Extension program and state’s contribution and therefore resulted in increased funding for Extension 
(Place, Vergot, Dragon. 2005). Furthermore the researchers found that those who have an opportunity 
to have an active learning experience in another country not only contribute to their own personal and 
professional development, but they also contribute numerous spill-over benefits back in their home 
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unit.  Globally competent Extension professionals, students and local official that are committed to 
Extension and its overarching mission result from effective international programs.   Extension faculty in 
4-H youth development are well served to have an international experience as well.  Today’s youth are 
members of the “Linkster” generation, so named because “ no other generation has ever been linked to 
each other and to the world through technology (Newman, 2019).  As such, youth development 
educators who have a conceptual but more importantly practical global experience can better relate to 
their 4-H members.   
 
While the advocacy through the presentation is for a physical international experience some research by 
Extension demonstrates that the probability of the offering may be limited.  Barriers such as financial 
cost, time commitment, as well as work and family obligations were perceived to negatively influence an 
Extension workers ability to travel internationally (Harder, Lamm, Vergott. 2010).   Noting these 
concerns, there is some advocacy to enhance the number of employees who have international 
experiences by including that as a pre-employment preference within position announcements.  
Globalization and diversifying communities in the United States mandate internationally minded 
Extension professionals and programming ( Lockett, Moore, Wingenbach. 2014).  As such, some colleges 
are investing in deliberate study abroad programs within their Extension Education degree focus so 
there are potential hires who come to Extension with the skill sets and attitudes that international 
experiences bring. 

Among some, international travel experience are seen as frivolous when there is so much work to be 
done at home.  These experiences are viewed by some to be nothing more than a personal vacation for 
the employee on the college’s dime.  Some people are challenged to see the cross cultural competencies 
that are realized as well as human capacity being built.  However, as administrators and managers 
involved in supervision and hiring, a deliberate investment in international programming can serve as a 
valuable tool to enhance productivity and contribution and keep Extension competitive in a global 
setting.  
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Succession Planning: Developing  Today's Extension Leaders for Tomorrow's Opportunities 

 
Ken Jones1 

Kristi Farner2 
1University of Kentucky 
2University of Georgia 

 
Abstract 

 
Succession planning includes the process of identifying the critical roles within an organization and 
developing action plans to prepare individuals to fill the positions. This increases the availability of and 
access to highly skilled employees who are prepared to assume such roles. As it is common practice for 
businesses to set goals for succession, universities, colleges and particularly state Cooperative Extension 
systems seldom adhere to similar practices to attain viability (Davis, 2008; Lindner, 2001; Luna 2012). 
 Extension Colleagues from the Southern Region led an evaluation assessment to determine the level of 
succession planning taking place within Extension systems.  This project aimed to gather information on 
succession planning to learn more about what Extension systems across the country are doing to 
prepare individuals for future leadership roles. A survey was designed to gather feedback from 
Extension administrators to assess the level at which state Cooperative Extension systems are preparing 
for administrative leadership changes.  

A total of 12 states shared pertinent information pertaining to succession planning. These data revealed 
that all institutions can utilize better strategies when preparing for the future. The presenters of this 
presentation will share these findings, which provide insight on the successes and challenges associated 
with retaining top talent and mentoring potential leaders for success. The presenters will also inform 
attendees of the competencies and skills expected of today’s Land-grant/Extension leaders. Lastly, there 
will be a discussion on alternative ways Extension systems with less robust succession plans can still 
prepare potential leaders with the capacity to serve as effective administrators. 
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Impact of Changing a County Impact Reports 
 

Diane Mashburn 
University of Arkansas System Division of Agriculture 

Abstract 

Extension has continued to struggle with conveying the true impact of our programs and efforts at all 
levels of institutions. All those in accountability relate to need to “slaying the dragon of resistance” put 
up by Extension faculty and staff related to the creation of impacts (Franz & McCann, 2007). In response 
to this resistance, the University of Arkansas Cooperative Extension has been struggling with creating a 
process and system for creating effective impacts to be shared with stakeholders, both local and state 
level. 
 
In 2011, Arkansas added the requirement for each county to submit at least one impact report for each 
program area, along with all the standard end of the year reporting requirements. Each program area 
had its own PDF template in which county staff would enter in various impact data, including 
quantitative figures (educational contacts, volunteer time, evaluation data), qualitative pieces (pictures, 
participant quotes, observations), and a blended quantitative/qualitative impact store with relevance, 
response, and results outlined. The PDF was beneficial in providing a visually appealing end product that 
could be shared with Quorum Court members (county officials), as well as used by state level faculty to 
create state wide impacts. It had its own set challenges as well, including not being in compliance with 
accessibility standards if posted online, as many of the county offices were doing more and more. 
In response to the needs of county staff, another process was needed to create a more user-friendly 
process that would create a visually appealing, yet accessible end product that could be viewed online, 
as well as used as a printed document. In Summer 2019, a collaborative team with members from 
Information Technology, Communications and Program & Staff Development came together to create a 
web based impact report form. Six online trainings were conducted in August and September to orient 
county staff to the new process and to go over the content needed to complete an impact report. 
Completed impacts were submitted to the online accountability system by the October 5th end of the 
year reporting deadline for review and publishing to the web. Feedback from end users and supervisors 
will be collected during and after the impact creation process. 

 
The session will cover: 
-Process for transitioning from fillable PDF form to an interactive webform for impact report creation. 
-Training opportunities and methods offered to county staff for creating impact reports. 
-Reactions from users about the new format for impact reports. 
-Lessons learned and steps going forward. 
-Discussion and questions related to experiences related to impact writing in other states. 
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Beyond Borich: Testing a Contemporary Method to Assess Professional Development Needs 
 

Lendel Narine1 

Amy Harder2 

1Utah State University 
2University of Florida 

 
Abstract 

 
Introduction/Theoretical Framework/Review of Literature 

 
In 1980, Borich argued for using Kaufman’s (1972) concept of needs as a gap between present and 
desired states as the foundation for identifying training needs. Borich (1980) adapted Kaufman’s work to 
define a training needs “as a discrepancy between an educational goal and trainee performance in 
relation to this goal” (p. 39). Borich suggested using competency statements as the foundation of needs 
assessment instruments. Participants could then rate the relevance of each competency to their job 
functions and to what level they had attained each competency, ultimately allowing for the calculation 
of what Borich called mean weighted discrepancy scores (MWDS). The MWDS of all assessed 
competencies could be rank-ordered to determine priority training needs. The Borich model has often 
been applied within agricultural and extension education (e.g. Conner, Dev, & Krause, 2018). 
Limitations of the Borich (1980) model exist despite its popularity within the literature. The Borich 
model relies upon the calculation and use of means based on single Likert-type items. Though generally 
accepted during the time period during which Borich developed his approach, contemporary scholars 
(e.g. Bishop & Herron, 2015; Boone & Boone, 2012) have repeatedly raised concerns about the use of 
parametric statistics for handling single Likert-type items. More practically, the Borich method is not 
complicated but data analysis is time intensive; researchers need to painstakingly enter dozens of 
formulas into Excel, or use custom calculators, such as the one developed by McKim and Saucier (2011) 
for use in Excel. A better method to assess organizational training needs is desirable. 

Research/Guiding Questions 

An exploratory study was conducted to evaluate the appropriateness of two different data analysis 
approaches for use with self-report data, the traditional Borich method and a newly proposed method. 
Specifically, the objectives were to identify the priority training needs using each data analysis 
technique, and to compare the priority training needs resulting from the application of each approach. 

Methods and/or Data Sources 

This study used existing data from a professional development assessment of Utah State University 
Extension agents. Data collection occurred in April 2019 using Qualtrics, and the sample size consisted of 
87 faculty (n = 87). Data were gathered from a closed-ended questionnaire consisting of Extension 
competency items found in the literature. The response options followed the Borich (1980) framework. 
On a 5-point Likert-type scale, respondents were asked to rate (a) their perception towards the 
importance of each competency i.e. perceived importance (I), and (b) their perception of their ability to 
perform the competency i.e. perceived ability (A).  
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The traditional method of calculating mean weighted discrepancy scores described by Borich (1980) was 
followed. Then, the proposed Rank-Order approach was applied to the same data set. The same survey 
instrument was used for either method. 

In brief, the proposed contemporary Rank-Order approach to identify priority competencies for 
professional development follows three steps. The first step requires the researcher to perform the 
Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test to determine number of occurrences when: (a) respondents’ perceived 
ability (A) exceeds a competency item’s perceived importance (I), (b) A equals I, or (c) I exceeds A. The 
second step is to convert the number of occurrences within each category into a percentage. The third 
step is to assign a relative weight to each category. Weights were selected based on three assumptions: 
(a) professional development training is necessary when A < I, (b) training is not required when A > I, and 
(c) professional capacity is sufficient or at equilibrium when A = I. The use of weights allows a weighted 
Rank-Sum Score (RSS) to be calculated for each item. The RSS is a standardized ranking of professional 
development needs that ranges between -100 to 100, with lower scores indicated a greater priority for 
professional development. An in-depth description of the analytical steps will be provided if the abstract 
is selected for presentation. 

Results, Products, and/or Conclusions 

For Objective 1, the highest priority needs according to the Borich approach were (a) develop 
measurable teaching objectives (MWDS = 3.52), and (b) create an online course for clients that can lead 
to certificates, badges, or Continuing Education Unit (MWDS = 3.10). In contrast, the highest needs using 
the Rank-Order approach were (a) develop measurable teaching objectives (RSS = - 60), and (b) apply 
teaching and learning principles to ensure participants understand the topic (RSS = - 53). Regarding 
Objective 2, both methods yielded the same highest priority competency for professional development. 
However, while the second highest priority differed by method, they were still identified as priorities in 
each approach. Similarly, both methods indicated “use presentation tools such as PowerPoint”, and 
“conduct a lecture” were not priorities for professional development. Findings indicated some 
consistency in results across the Borich method and Rank-Order approach.  

Recommendations, Educational Importance, Implications, and/or Application 

Replications of the contemporary approach should be conducted to provide additional evidence 
regarding its suitability for assessing professional development needs. Preliminarily, the contemporary 
approach offers hope that the essence of the Borich (1980) model can be maintained while overcoming 
some of the concerns associated with the traditional Borich analysis method. If validated, the 
contemporary approach will make it easier and faster to accurately diagnose the professional needs of 
Extension agents and specialist clientele, enabling organizations to more efficiently utilize an evidence-
based approach to staff development. 
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Competencies for Civil Rights, Diversity, and Multiculturalism in Extension 
 

Lendel Narine 
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Andree’ Walker Bravo 
Utah State University 

 
Abstract 

Introduction and Conceptual Framework 

Cooperative Extension is subject to Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (U.S. Department of Agriculture 
[USDA], 2005). This means all Extension employees are responsible for ensuring equal access to 
Extension programming. Therefore, it is critical for Utah State University Extension, a recipient of federal 
funds, to maintain civil rights compliance. Extension personnel must have the knowledge and skills 
needed to ensure equal access to all programs in order to maintain civil rights compliance. Similarly, 
Guion and Brown (2005) described the need for cultural competencies for civil rights compliance in 
Extension. The literature highlighted the importance of using a competency-based model to increase the 
professional capacity of Extension personnel (Harder, Scheer, & Place, 2011; Liles, 2004; Suvedi & 
Kaplowitz, 2016). This model provides a framework to train and equip Extension personnel with the 
most relevant competencies to respond to clientele’s changing needs. In brief, competencies are the 
knowledge and skills needed to effectively perform in a given role (McClelland, 1973). This study 
evaluates priority competencies for civil rights compliance at Utah State University Extension.  

Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to assess priorities for professional development training on 
competencies related to civil rights compliance in Utah State University Extension. Objectives were to (a) 
explore latent factors of competencies related to civil rights compliance, and (b) rank competencies 
according to their priority for professional development training.  

Methodology 

This study followed a descriptive design and attempted to collect data from a census of Extension 
faculty at Utah State University Extension. The population size was 134 Extension faculty (N = 134), and 
with a response rate of 65%, the final sample size consisted of 87 Extension faculty (n = 87). A list of 
competency items was identified for civil rights compliance based on an extensive literature review. 
Using a 5-point Likert-type scale, respondents were asked to rate (a) their perception towards the 
importance of each competency to effectively conduct their job (i.e. perceived importance), and (b) 
their perception towards their ability to perform the competency (i.e. perceived ability). The Tailored 
Design approach informed questionnaire design (Dillman, Smith, & Christian, 2014) and the instrument 
was reviewed by a panel of experts for validity. For objective (a), a Principal Component Analysis (PCA) 
was used to explore latent factors of the core competency area. Latent factors were referred to as 
Professional Development Themes. For objective (b), a series of paired t-test were used to rank 
competencies for professional development training. Priorities were based on a comparison between 
respondents’ overall perception towards the importance of the competency and their ability to perform 
the competency.  
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Findings 

The PCA revealed two underlying Professional Development Themes related to competencies of civil 
rights compliance, these were (a) Partnerships and Effort, and (b) Monitor and Respond. Partnerships 
and Effort related to those competencies needed to collaborate with underrepresented population 
groups and efforts to ensure inclusive and accessible programming. In contrast, the Professional 
Development Theme of Monitor and Respond referred to the ability to keep up-to-date records on civil 
rights compliance and monitor compliance goals. Priorities for professional development training were 
identified for both underlying themes. Within Partnerships and Effort, the top three highest ranked 
competencies for professional development training were (a) work with minority organizations to plan 
programs targeted to socially disadvantaged groups (t = 6.97, p < 0.001), (b) keep records related to All 
Reasonable Efforts (t = 6.93, p < 0.001), and (c) work with minority organizations to assess community 
needs (t = 6.53, p < 0.001). For the Professional Development Theme of Monitor and Respond, the top 
three highest ranked competencies for professional development training were (a) maintain an updated 
Public Notification Plan (t = 6.95, p < 0.001), (b) monitor program parity (t = 6.58, p < 0.001), and (c) 
maintain an updated record of all civil rights related documents (t = 6.42, p < 0.001).  

Conclusions/Recommendations/Implications 

Extension core competencies are the knowledge and skills employees need to succeed professionally. 
These core competencies are revised based on the needs of changing environments. Significant 
demographic changes across the U.S. have prompted the need to prioritize and strengthen Extension 
professionals’ competency on civil rights, diversity and multiculturalism. Findings revealed professional 
development needs related to competencies within two themes: Partnership and Efforts, and Monitor 
and Respond. This study provides Extension administration with direction for formulating specific 
responses to address performance gaps related to civil rights compliance. Relevant professional 
development training can be incorporated into face-to-face onboarding sessions with new faculty, and 
also as part of periodical professional development efforts through in-service trainings, and regional and 
state Extension meetings.  

Given the changing demographics, Extension should be committed to equipping employees with 
competencies to work with diverse and multicultural audiences since these are critical to Extension’s 
future and its ability to remain relevant among growing minority populations. This study recommends 
Utah State University Extension administration provide learning opportunities to faculty and agents on 
facilitating inclusive Extension programming. Educational efforts can focus on creating partnerships with 
minority-led organizations, and effective recording-keeping to demonstrate program parity and overall 
civil rights compliance. Consistent with Guion and Brown (2005), professional development 
opportunities can also include topics related to cultural competencies such as human diversity, engaging 
with people of different backgrounds, promoting multicultural understanding. These can be critical to 
civil rights policies and procedures. Utah State University Extension can further support these efforts by 
making content available via online training, books, videos, webinars, diverse programming funding 
opportunities, recognition, and any other institutional resources readily available for enabling faculty to 
meet the mandate of equal access to all to Extension programs. 
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Abstract 
 

Introduction 

In the last year, Arizona 4-H underwent significant change. The hire of a new state program leader, 
county agents, and state staff exposed a dearth of onboarding tools and processes across both 
Cooperative Extension and the 4-H program specifically. One recent hire shared that she didn’t know 
“things that could get her fired”. This valid concern underscored the need for onboarding. Additionally, 
we saw it fit to ensure that our work go beyond basic rules and procedures to support success of early 
career professionals and lead to retention of quality 4-H staff.    

We addressed this challenge by developing tools and processes for welcoming and developing new staff. 
Due to the limited resources and small county-based 4-H staff numbers we turned to existing resources 
and processes used by our counterparts in other states as a foundation for tool and process 
development.  

Theoretical Frameworks 

Our framework for developing onboarding relied on the Four C’s (Bauer, 2015). Compliance, the first C, 
refers to the lowest level focused on learning basic rules, policies, and completing paperwork. 
Clarification refers to the new employee learning their roles and responsibilities. Culture is 
understanding how to get things done and where she or he fits within the larger organization. The final 
C, connection, happens when new employee builds relationships with coworkers and begins to feel like 
a contributing team member. 

We also borrowed from situated learning theory (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Situated learning suggests 
that learning is built within relationships and connecting prior knowledge to the context of those 
relationships. We thus recognized the unintended learning that occurs within the natural working 
relationships and make it relevant within the onboarding process.  

Methods 

The process for developing a 4-H onboarding system began with recruiting a cross-section of 
experienced 4-H agents who worked in rural and urban counties, delivered different modes of 4-H 
programming, and served geographically and culturally diverse clientele. The committee was comprised 
of four 4-H agents across Arizona with one Full Agent (35 years), 2 Associate Agents (25 and 18 years), 
and one Assistant Agent (14 years).  
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Next, we assessed other states’ materials and processes. Each committee member selected an 
Association of Public & Land-Grant University region from which to solicit on-boarding materials and 
curriculum via email and follow-up phone calls. The materials gathered from responding states were 
cataloged and analyzed for thoroughness, effectiveness, and applicability to Arizona 4-H. We began with 
individual members first reviewing and selecting tools from their solicitations which stood out as 
potentially valuable and matched the four C’s. Then as a group we reviewed the selections of the team 
selecting the tools to emulate and alter. We next identified all areas of shared products that did not fit 
the Arizona 4-H system and added components central to the needs of our organization such as specific 
youth development models and program development processes.  

Finally, the team developed the necessary face to face components of the plan; cohort meetings and 
work group. It was important that the on-boarding process was a situated learning model with a series 
of continuous steps where new staff will be supported in learning about their community and work 
culture through active engagement.  

Results 

The three products are an onboarding calendar, 4-H agent/staff workbook, and in-person training 
components of cohort meetings and working groups.  

The Calendar details benchmarks for the first day, week, month, three months, six months, and year.  
Specifically, the calendar includes: 1) formal visits by new 4-H staff to visit two other county 4-H 
programs, 2) invitations for new staff to join statewide professional development and statewide event 
opportunities, and 3) to have the County Extension Director (CED) find and appoint a mentor.  

The workbook is designed as a tool to assist the new employee engagement in their learning about the 
organization rules, policies, community characteristics and needs, and programming expectations 
including: 

4-H Policy & Procedure Manual and Leaders Certification Manual 

Volunteer Management Policy 

Extension Policies 

Logic Model Basics.   

• 4-H Enrollment Management System 
• The Confluence, U of A webpage, and 4-Honline. 
• Pyramid of Youth Program Quality 
• Thrive Model 
• 4-H Life Skills Wheel 
• 4-H Essential Elements 

The calendar and workbook support compliance and clarification within a particular timeframe. The 
calendar and workbook can help introduce the culture of an organization by informing the new 
employee of key norms of the organization. The new employee should understand the schedule, job 
duties, roles, and responsibility of the position within the organization. 
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The face-to-face components are to build relationships fulfilling the culture and connection needs of 
onboarding. Participation in regular Zoom calls will be an opportunity to connect to other 4-H staff. 
These meetings are focused on Arizona 4-H issues to ensure that there is peer-driven knowledge within 
cohort meetings that help new employees understand their role in the organization. Secondly, new 4-H 
staff will create cohort working groups to develop a grant or write a publication. These working groups 
help ensure that new employees are developing relationships within the natural work environment.  

Assumptions   

  The assumptions tied to our objective suggest that new staff will: 

• build strong positive support among 4-H professionals. 
• know their communities better. 
• know their colleagues, campus resources, and how to access them.  
• demonstrate their skills and dispositions in real working spaces. 

Next Steps: 

 The next step for this project is its implementation. Current plans are set for 2020 
implementation with a cohort of new and recent employees.   

Additional implications for future exploration: 

This process exposed a few unintended implications. The tools and process we developed may support 
supervisor monitoring and co-worker re-orientation.     

• Supervisor (e.g. County Extension Director) will know the employee and the 4-H program more 
thoroughly. 

• A supervisor can assess how engaged and committed the new employee will embrace the 
position.  

• Co-workers may reaffirm their understanding of the work community and culture as they 
engage in structured work with new staff. 

• Co-worker relationships and networks may be improved with the structured engagements.   
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Abstract 

Introduction/Theoretical Framework/Review of Literature 

The University of Arkansas System Division of Agriculture had the unique opportunity through some one-
time funds in 2019 to deliver two youth development programs. The two programs focused on youth 
development, with the additional goal of training and recruiting future employees. Based on the Social 
Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT), these projects focused on developing interest in careers in agricultural 
Extension and research. Derived from Bandura's (1986) Social Cognitive Theory, the SCCT focuses on the 
influences that help an individual develop interest in a specific career field (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 
1994, 2002). The two separate programs were aimed at two different target groups: 

• RockCity Hacks Hackathon (RCHH) - High School Students 

• Arkansas Future Ag Leaders Tour (AFALT) - College Juniors and Seniors Research/Guiding 

Questions 

RCHH - In 2015, Arkansas’ Governor announced the implementation of the state-wide Computer 
Science Initiative. The state allows computer science to count towards a graduation credit, in lieu of 
math or science. As a result, of this new initiative, nearly 4,000 students have enrolled in computer 
science classes, with 550 students taking more than one course. Within the first academic year, 
Arkansas public schools saw an enrollment increase of 260% for computer science classes. 

Hackathons build a bridge to the developer community. For companies whose competencies lie in 
providing technology solutions, hackathons help establish two-way conversations between those that 
develop the technology and the people that use them. Hosting a hackathon is an efficient way to 
increase awareness about an organization to a prime, target audience, and increase brand exposure in 
the tech world. Hackathons are good tools to generate creative and problem-solving ideas of student- 
developers. Unlike day-to-day where risk-taking may be frowned upon, hackathons offer a low cost of 
failure. The time limit in a hackathon forces participants to distil their visionary concepts down to 
actionable solutions. Hackathons foster problem-solving and risk-taking in a casual environment. The 
diversity of participants guarantees a multitude of perspectives. 

Goals for the program included education, learn from knowledgeable technology practitioners, a great 
place to learn from both experienced mentors and peers, meet a diverse group of high-schoolers 
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interested in technology, stretch skills and imagination, and pushing participants to achieve what they 
never dreamed to be possible. 

AFALT - The Arkansas Future Ag Leaders tour was a five-day professional development opportunity for 
undergraduate juniors and seniors enrolled in any one of six Colleges of Agriculture across the state of 
Arkansas, or are pursuing agriculture related majors across the state. Agriculture and agriculture related 
professions are the number one employer in the state. This one-week experience will enhance students’ 
leadership and employability skills, provide firsthand networking opportunities with potential employers, 
and highlight the vast resources, services, and careers available through Arkansas’s agriculture industry. 
five-day state-wide tour for undergraduate students who are in their junior and senior year of college. 
The call for applications will go out to all colleges with agriculture-related academic departments. 
Institutions with agriculture departments will be guaranteed a set number of seats, if they designate 
participants by a specified date. Following the initial application deadline, the remaining unfilled seats will 
be open to any interested applicants, regardless of institutional affiliation. 

Goals included increase participant’s employability in agricultural careers, acquaint participants with the 
vast resources, market segments, and services available through Arkansas’s number one industry, 
provide participants with a “bird’s eye view” of current employment opportunities in the Arkansas 
agriculture industry, increase student’s options and opportunities by networking with future employers. 

Methods and/or Data Sources 

RCHH - A hackathon is an overnight competition where teams identify and solve problems using 
technology. Students arrive Saturday morning, and depart on Sunday afternoon. A hackathon does not 
necessarily have anything to do with breaking (hacking) into computers by using code, but revolves 
around building a finished product that could be used and distributed. Hackathons are great networking 
and socializing opportunities as there will be games and workshops to help participants get to know each 
other as well as meet others in the tech field. While the experience, competition, learning, and 
networking are all benefits of participating in a hackathon, the culture of hackathons and their value are 
strongly linked to the awards involved. There are often smaller prizes available for micro-components of 
the competition, and a grand prize for the overall winners. For future marketing and credibility within the 
hacking community, the awards are vital to success. Our hackathon encourages the next generation of 
hackers and coders, and our mission is to inspire students of all academic backgrounds to participate with 
our education-themed hacking experience. This project likewise will introduce Arkansas students to 
future career opportunities with the University of Arkansas System Division of Agriculture and the 
breadth of the organization’s work. 

AFALT - Participants engaged in leadership and team building activities to get to know each other and 
the coordinators. Participants also participated in professional development activities related to 
networking, key tips for snagging the job of their dreams, and career advancement strategies. Each day, 
participants traveled across the state to pre-arranged tour sites to visit facilities and network with 
professionals. This allowed students to experience first-hand the diversity of opportunities within 
Arkansas’s agriculture industry. Growers, producers, processors, manufacturers, educators, and research 
facilities will host students across Arkansas. 
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Results, Products, and/or Conclusions  

Hackathon 

• 91% of students voluntarily attended the educational workshops. 
• 91% of students felt the agriculture-based use cases were the appropriate level of difficulty. 
• 100% of teachers plan to bring students again next year. 

Ag Leaders Tour 

• 86% of participants reported that participating in the tour changed or expanded their career 
options. 

• 100% of participants made new networking connections. 
• 93% of participants agreed that their knowledge of agricultural job opportunities in 

Arkansas increase a lot or a great deal. 
• Two tour participants have applied for positions with Extension. 
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Creating Community through Cohort Learning: A preferred model of training for youth 
development professionals 
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Abstract 
Staff development often consists of limited, procedural onboarding training (Hill, Connolly, Akiva, & 
McNamara, 2017) that lacks opportunities to engage with a sustained community of practitioners where 
reflection, leadership, and improved practices are continually challenged (Hill, et al., 2017). To combat 
this norm, and to build relationships for staff who feel isolated in their remote office locations (a unique 
variable for many Extension workers), University of Minnesota initiated a learning cohort for their local 
youth development professionals, 4-H program coordinators (PCs) to fulfill a need to better support 
staff beyond onboarding. The Youth Development Learn and Lead (YDLL) cohort is grounded in 
integrative leadership and influences professional relationship building through the sharing of 
applicable skills and theory across hierarchical boundaries while providing a community of practice to 
discuss ideas and share resources. The cohort has positively impacted employee engagement and has 
shown impressive results around networking, relationship building, and learning objectives. The YDLL 
cohort has been deemed an essential training by CYD, and has been replicated internally to encompass 
a larger audience with unique staff development needs. 
 
Overall, the YDLL Cohort has shown impressive results: (N=37, 88% of all participants from 2015-2018; 
post-cohort online evaluation); 97% of participants felt the cohort enhanced colleague relationships and 
fostered a learning community through networking and collaborative activities.100% of participants say 
the cohort led to heightened employee engagement through relationship building and the sharing of 
applicable skills, theory, and by providing a community of practice to test knowledge, discuss ideas, and 
share resources. 95% of participants felt they received relevant and research-based YD content. 100% of 
participants believe the cohort positively influenced their overall engagement in CYD- N=14, data 
collected in 2018 only. 
 
This session will discuss the importance of building relationships through cohort learning as it relates to 
employee engagement and retention in the field of Extension, and will provide innovative tips on how to 
engage staff in cohort learning, even when budgets are limited. 
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Abstract 

Introduction/Theoretical Framework/Review of Literature 

An article written in 1994 stated that “For the first time in our history, a vast majority of the population 
is more than one generation removed from production agriculture. No longer do children have a 
grandparent or close relative who is a farmer or rancher.” In the 24 years since that article, little has 
changed. Another survey found that less than 2% of Americans were actively involved in food 
production, and 72% reported knowing nothing or very little about farming or ranching (Orr, 2012). As 
the disconnect between consumers and agriculture widens (Specht, McKim, & Rutherford, 2014), efforts 
have been undertaken to increase agricultural literacy among youth. While agriculture is the primary 
industry in the State, few youths understand food and fiber systems or their importance. 

A recent review of curricula revealed that while there are numerous lessons on agriculture available to 
formal K-14 educators from national clearinghouses, none aligned with state standards which is 
imperative if formal educators are to incorporate agricultural literacy lessons into their classrooms. At a 
time when testing is the driving force determining how class time is allocated, ag literacy advocates 
must provide relevant materials that can be easily incorporated and yield increased knowledge gains on 
standardized testing. Furthermore, increased focus on standardized testing in schools has made it 
increasingly difficult for informal educators (Extension Agents) to introduce traditional Extension 
programming into the K-14 classroom. Through a newly developed program entitled, From Micro to 
Macro: Growing Ag Literacy, new connections were formed between formal educators (K-14 educators) 
and informal educators (Extension Agents), to bring hands-on agricultural literacy to the classroom. 

Overview: 

According to Rahman (2017), education can be defined as the sum of all activities and procedures that 
are carried out to bring the desired changes and mold human behavior according to the need. For most 
of us, education has been a standardized process, whereby the teacher instructs students in a traditional 
classroom. Formal education is traditionally provided within the four walls of a teaching institute. 
Conversely, informal education is taught outside the four walls of formal education, but teaching is 
carried out in an organized and systematic manner. Formal education includes programs offered for 
credit, and informal education includes programs offered for non-credit. Integrating formal and informal 
education provides avenues to help learners gain, build, and maintain productive skills. Albert Einstein 
stated, “Education is not the learning of facts, but the training of the mind to think.” 
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Keeping the distinction between formal and informal education in mind, researchers looked for ways to 
bridge the gap between formal and informal paradigms. The result was a curriculum consisting of seven 
units rooted in the philosophical framework of John Dewey’s learning by doing the constructivist 
approach. The lessons focused on real-world application with practical hands-on activities. Each lesson 
was written using the five stages of David Kolb’s (1984) theory of experiential learning: experience, 
share, process, generalize and apply. According to Kolb & Fry (1975) as cited in Specht, McKim, & 
Rutherford (2014), “Kolb’s model is based on the premises that people learn best by doing, rather than 
by rote memorization and regurgitation of facts.” 

This curriculum enabled teachers to build much-needed connections to local Extension resources while 
also connecting state standards to the 4-H Common Measures 2.0 framework. In this session, presenters 
will showcase From Micro to Macro: Growing Ag Literacy curriculum to demonstrate the connections 
that have been made with Educators, Extension Agents, and Master Gardeners. 

Research/Guiding Questions 

Can Extension Agents create a professional connection with K-14 educators using a standards-based 
curriculum? 

Are Extension Agents able to translate informal educational approaches into the formal classroom? 

Does providing formal educators with informal learn by doing lesson plans, increase agricultural literacy 
among teachers? 

Methods and/or Data Sources 

This program utilizes the RE-AIM evaluation framework to conduct a formative (reach, adoption, and 
implementation) and summative (effectiveness and maintenance) evaluation. To date, K-14 educators 
and Extension Agents have completed a pre-test at the start of the two-day immersive training on the 
curriculum and a posttest after the training to assess knowledge gained on the program outcomes. 
These program outcomes include: (1) increasing Extension Agents ability to relate agricultural concepts 
to the K-14 classroom and (2) increasing agricultural literacy among educators who are tasked with 
teaching the standards associated with Life Science and Photosynthesis. 

Results, Products, and/or Conclusions 

The immersive training allowed K-14 educators and Extension Agents to learn from Extension Specialists 
who also serve as mentors and provide resources to support the participants during the implementation 
of the program. Many educators did not realize the resources that were available to them through the 
Extension Service. K-14 educators and Extension Agents will take the curriculum and implement it in 
both formal and informal educational settings in their county beginning in the Fall of 2019. In this 
session, participants will discover the lessons learned from the development of the curriculum, 
alignment of standards, and the results of the evaluation data collected during the immersive training. 
This unique contribution of blended formal and informal paradigms will enable participants to 
understand the barriers formal and informal educators face when creating professional connections to 
disseminate Extension programming. 

Learning Objectives: 
1. Participants will examine the relationship between standards (state, national, NALO, and 4-H 

Common Measures 2.0) and how to integrate them into the development of a lesson. 

2. Participants will create a storyboard based on lesson one of the curricula (photosynthesis). 

3. Participants will program their storyboard using the Scratch Jr app. 
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4. Participants will reflect on best practices for aligning formal and informal educational materials 
to meet the needs of their audiences. 
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Using Microsoft Teams to Enhance Extension Team Collaboration and Communication 
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University of Florida 

 

Abstract 

The importance of communication and collaboration among researchers and Extension professionals in 
building successful teams is well documented (Bitsch & Thornsbury, 2010; Kelbaugh & Earnest, 2008; 
Radhakrishna, Tobin, & Foley, 2014; Strieter & Blalock, 2006; Warner, Hinrichs, Schneyer & Joyce, 1998). 
Of 25 indicators of Extension program success identified, Kelbaugh & Earnest (2008) found that “[an] 
established process for communication among team members that allows for efficient and open 
information sharing in a timely manner” was in the top four. A recent study by Vines et al. (2018) 
highlighted the difficulty early-career agents have in finding other agents to work with when developing 
programs. 

While the need for internal communication and collaboration in Extension is clear, the literature and 
studies described above do not discuss the tools or software used to encourage or support this activity. 
A successful team project at Washington State designed to increase the number of peer-reviewed 
journals did mention the use of Microsoft SharePoint but no details (Chalker-Scott, Daniels, & Martini, 
2016). 

The business world is becoming more and more like Extension in that employees are spread out and not 
housed in a single location. As a result, technology companies are building new and innovative products 
to meet those needs. Collaboration software, such as Slack and Microsoft Teams, is a fast-growing 
industry (Bridgewater, 2019). Only two years old, Teams has surpassed Slack in the number of users (13 
million vs. Slack’s 10 million) and is Microsoft’s fastest growing business application ever (Foley, 2018). 
Most universities use Microsoft Office 365 and Teams is included in that subscription. Based on data 
collected from [Institutaion] IT staff, 31 land-grant universities have deployed Microsoft Teams. But, a 
small sampling of Extension colleagues found no evidence that Teams is being used or even an 
awareness of its existence or availability to them. 

Presenter will describe the recent implementation of Microsoft Teams for University of [Institution]’s 
[Instituation] issue-based teams of research faculty and Extension professionals and discuss lessons 
learned. Participants will learn how the [Institution] team sites are structured and the apps (tools) 
available through Teams or SharePoint. This use case example, along with the knowledge of whether 
their institution has deployed Microsoft Teams, will help participants decide if Teams is a product worth 
considering. 
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Presenter will also demonstrate the use of Microsoft Forms as a quick way to create a mobile-friendly 
app to collect information about clients and partners. Broader applications of Microsoft Forms, such as 
shared statewide surveys, will be discussed. 

Other Extension organizations that are using Microsoft Teams are encouraged to attend this 
presentation and contribute to the discussion by providing their own use case and experience with 
Teams. 
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Utilizing the Community Action Leadership Development Model to Teach Soft Skills 
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Abstract 

The late twentieth century experienced a philosophical shift in community-based leadership 
development that emphasized bottom-up transformation, shared power, and community building 
(Huey, 1994) via the concepts of shared leadership, leadership as relationship, and leadership in 
community, promoting a model based on values such as trust, commitment, sharing, and ownership 
(Sandmann & Vandenberg, 1995). In response to this shift, a conceptual framework for community 
action leadership development was developed specifically for Cooperative Extension (Sandmann & 
Vandenberg, 1995). At its core, four methodological principles “ Facilitation; Learner Focus; Leadership 
Focus; and Issue/Action Focus “ and two content principles “Non-Prescriptive and Process as Content“ 
guide its application. To that end, a half-day leadership workshop developed for Wildlife Services 
National Training Academy employees that utilized the Community Action Leadership Development 
framework to teach the concepts of emotional intelligence, power and influence, and conflict 
management. 

Despite its development for Cooperative Extension, the Community Action Leadership Development 
model is relevant to most public sector organizations. In public sector organizations, employees may 
experience reduced frustration, increased motivation, and strengthened commitment if they perceive 
personal and meaningful contributions to an organization that performs a valuable service (Moynihan & 
Pandey, 2007; Romzek & Hendricks, 1982). There is empirical support for community-based action 
leadership development efforts that highlight to those public employees the significance of their role in 
the organization and gives them the opportunity to enhance their learning (Moynihan & Landuyt, 2009). 

Competencies selected for the Wildlife Services National Training Academy training included emotional 
intelligence, power and influence, and conflict management. Emotional intelligence has to do with the 
interactions of affective and cognitive domains (Northouse, 2013). Broadly defined, emotional 
intelligence is the ability to manage one’s emotions and the emotions of others. Power and influence 
refers to French and Raven’s (as cited in Levi, 2014) power bases including expert, referent, information, 
legitimate, reward, and coercive, which describe sources of a person’s power. Additionally, Yulk’s 
influence tactics (as cited in Levi, 2014) can be applied in an attempt to change a target’s beliefs or 
behaviors. An understanding of appropriate application of influence tactics can be useful for employees 
in communicating with stakeholders and clientele, particularly if there is the potential for conflict or 
miscommunication. Finally, conflict management approaches were identified as useful and practical 
techniques to implement in combination with emotional intelligence and power and influence. 
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Mining an Accountability System for County Agent Performance Indicators: A Deep Dive is Necessary 
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Round Table Explanation 

Cooperative Extension has been collecting and analyzing quantitative data on County Extension Agent 
productivity since the development of SEMIS (State Extension Management Information System) in the 
early 1970’s (Lutz & Swoboda, 1972). The [Institution] has been collecting accountability data 
electronically since 2003. This data has been invaluable for state and federal reports but has only been 
selectively mined for County Agent performance indicators. A review of the literature has revealed 
numerous studies on performance appraisal instrument critiques (Kuchinke, Correthers, & Cecil, 2008) 
(Patterson, 1987)and Extension Agent’s feelings on the process (Donaldson & French, 2013). Very little 
evidence of using accountability system metrics for performance appraisal was found. We feel that with 
careful consideration of program area differences that a series of quantitative metrics can be mined to 
establish a range of expectations for new or seasoned County Agents. 

 
 

Participants in the session will look at performance data of agents by program area and discover trends 
in the data. An open conversation about what data might serve as good indicators of County Agent 
performance and which indicators may not tell the complete story. 
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Evaluation Capacity Building of Extension Professionals Through an Evaluation Competency Model: 
Voices of Extension Educators and Extension Administrators 
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Round Table Explanation 

To maintain a competitive workforce and to further enhance human resources, organizations including 
Cooperative Extension often reply on competency development models (Brodeur, Higgins, Galindo- 
Gonzalez, Craig, & Haile, 2011). Multiple studies over the past decade identified program evaluation as 
core competency required by Extension professionals to systematically document the impact of their 
educational programs (Suvedi & Kaplowitz, 2016). Multiple evaluation competency models were 
developed in the past decade by various evaluation associations and evaluation researchers. One major 
challenge with all these models was that they were developed for full-time evaluators, with limited 
applicability to professionals who employ evaluation as one part of their job (e.g., Extension educators). 
Cooperative Extension organizations across the United States struggled with usability of existing 
evaluation competency models because Extension professionals are not full-time evaluators. To 
overcome this challenge, in 2018, we conducted a Delphi study with evaluation specialists representing 
different Cooperative Extension Systems across the United States to identify core evaluation 
competencies required by Extension professionals. Even though as a result of our national Delphi study 
we developed an evaluation competency model (a list of 36 competencies) for Extension professionals, 
we have limited knowledge about applicability and implementation of this model because these 
competencies were perceived important from the perspective of evaluation specialists. To overcome 
this limitation of our newly developed evaluation competency model, we are conducting focus groups 
with Extension educators and Extension administrators representing six states located in four census 
regions of the United States. From both Extension educators and administrators, we are seeking their 
views and comments regarding the newly developed evaluation competency model along with feedback 
on the implementation of this model. Currently, we are finishing up our focus groups across six states. In 
this round table session, we will share findings from our focus group interview with Extension educators 
and Extension administrators regarding the improvement of our previously developed evaluation 
competency model along with ideas for implementation. In addition to sharing the findings from our 
study, we will promote a national discussion in our round table session to seek views and comments 
regarding the improvement and implementation of our evaluation competency model. We believe that 
a refined evaluation competency model along with ideas for its implementation holds promise for 
onboarding of new Extension professionals and systematic professional development sessions 
addressing program evaluation challenges of Extension professionals. This refined model will enhance 
the relevance of evaluation which may address increased turnover rates of Extension professionals. 
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Identifying key constructs and measurements to assess the situation analysis reports (SARs) of Virginia 
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Abstract 

Every five years, local city and county units in Virginia Cooperative Extension (VCE) must submit a 
situation analysis report (SAR). The purpose of the SAR is to identify the current issues at the local level 
in order to develop future educational programs. A comprehensive SAR is required for priority setting 
and helps identify program focus. Therefore, it is critical that the SARs are of high quality and identify 
the most critical needs. There was a concern that the 2013 situation analysis reports were not very 
reflective of local needs.  Therefore, leading up to the submission of the 2018 SARs, numerous 
professional development activities were provided for VCE faculty to aid them in conducting quality 
situation analyses.  Thus, the primary research question of this study was: What are the key constructs 
and measurements that can be used to assess VCE situation analysis reports (SARs)?   

We did not find any established methodology for the assessment of SARs in a review of the literature. 
Therefore, we developed a methodology using the Evaluation Plan Rubric 
(https://core.human.cornell.edu/documents/evalplanrubric.pdf) developed by Cornell Office for 
Research on Evaluation & Developmental Systems Science and Evaluation Research Lab as a conceptual 
framework for our study. The primary objective of this study was to develop a methodology that could 
be used by Extension practitioners to assess the quality of SARs. Therefore, in the long run, Cooperative 
Extension Systems could able to assess the actual needs from the field level efficiently. We also believe 
that our effort will help to ensure proper program planning, implementation, and reduce the waste of 
resources for inappropriate programming. 

We initially studied SARs submitted in 2013 by agents from different unit offices of VCE. We thoroughly 
reviewed 102 SARs (n=102) to understand the style, contents, similarities, and dissimilarities of the 
format of SARs. Then we developed a draft rubric to use to assess the SARs based on the previously 
identified constructs. These include style, contents, and formats of SARs such as overall writing style, 
preliminary materials of the report, introductory section, unit profile, community perspective or 
methodology, identified priority issues, and references and appendices.  We then sent the rubric to VCE 
leadership, including the middle managers who directly oversee the work of the counties, for internal 
review. After obtaining feedback from VCE leadership, we finalized the rubric and assessed the 2018 
SARs submitted by the local city and county VCE offices.  

Thus far, we have analyzed 94 of the 2018 SARs. We found that  23.40% of the SARs obtained 75 points 
or more out of 100, and 72.30% of the scores ranged from 51 to 75 points, and4.30% of the scores 
ranged from 26 to 50 points. No reports received scores lower than scored less than 25 points. The 
average score for the submitted SARs was 66.12 with standard deviation, and the coefficient of variance 
was 12.31 and 18.61, respectively.  

63



We conclude that the proposed rubric to assess the SARs is an innovative tool that can be used 
effectively to evaluate the quality of SARs. Other Cooperative Extension Systems may adopt or modify 
this rubric to assess their SARs. Data from this study has been shared with VCE District Directors for their 
use in the future training of their agents. This assessment will also be used to evaluate training provided 
to agents between the 2013 and 2018 submissions.  
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Abstract 

Many positive outcomes have been associated with Problem-based Learning (PBL). Over three decades 
ago, PBL approaches to education gained popularity in medical and health science education (Savery, 
2015) to assist in bridging gaps between theory/content knowledge, skills and practice. PBL continues to 
show effectiveness in retention and application of knowledge (Yew & Goh, 2016), and best practices in 
andragogy promote problem-centered application (Merriam & Bierema, 2014).  The PBL instructional 
method utilizes facilitated problem solving to help students learn both content and thinking strategies 
(Hmelo-Silver, 2004).  PBL is a method that promotes connections: connections between content and 
application, connections between different approaches to a problem, and connection between learners 
through collaboration.  

As technology increases, it expands possibilities not only for innovative learning approaches but it also 
widens potential reach for human service professionals to gain access to valuable professional 
development that can enhance knowledge, skills and awareness. Technology also provides a unique 
opportunity for participants to engage with a diverse group, often geographically dispersed, to discuss 
content, share experiences, and consider educational strategies.  With this in mind, presenters 
developed a three-part webinar series incorporating a problem-based learning approach. However, 
most examples of PBL in an online learning environment engaged cohorts over multiple meetings 
(Sendag & Odabasi, 2009). The presenters wanted to test whether a single PBL case story activity carried 
across a three-part online webinar series would be effective.  

In this presentation, presenters will share information about the process of designing a one-time, online 
PBL activity for a a diverse audience. Presenters will talk about which PBL characteristics they wanted to 
emphasize and which characteristics were de-emphasized due to constraints. They will also share the 
experience of  producing a webinar series for military family service professionals that featured three 
pre-eminent resilience theorists/researchers  sharing insight on addressing barriers, identifying various 
systems and promoting protective factors to support individual, family and community resilience. 
Presenters will outline the format of the webinar series and describe how the PBL component was 
incorporated into the webinar series design.   

The presenters will demonstrate how the webinar audience participants were able to practice resilience 
thinking through a problem-based learning format. Presenters will also provide outcome data (webinar 
analytics, participant evaluation feedback, qualitative themes, etc.). The presenters will discuss what 
went well, areas of development for future trainings, and implications for incorporating PBL into other 
types of online trainings involving human service professionals. 
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Abstract 

Introduction/Theoretical Framework/Review of Literature 

Extension professionals need to be good at what they do to make positive impact. Their work requires 
them to have expertise in a subject, continually assess needs of stakeholders, and take on leadership 
roles in their communities. It is important they participate in learning opportunities that require them to 
grow their understanding of their unique roles, broaden their competencies in their chosen fields, and 
extend their leadership capacities. Employees who are adept in technical, human, and conceptual skills 
are able to thrive in the workplace (Benge and Sowick, 2018). 

Extension professional development is offered in a variety of ways. Traditional in-person and online 
professional development opportunities often do not encourage relationship building or making 
connections among participants. These models focus heavily on change in knowledge and become 
content-centric. Baker and Hadley (2014) found that Extension professionals in [State] believed 
networking opportunities were the most valuable experiences gained from professional development. 
Networking opportunities lead to relationship building. Further, study results indicated Extension 
professionals desired to be a part of a community of practice, where they could gain support and learn 
from peers (Baker and Hadley, 2014). 

Learning circles, which are small groups of learners who gather in regular intervals over time, make 
connections, and support each other in their quests for attaining new knowledge and developing skills, 
may be one way to provide meaningful professional development in Extension. They use a cohort-based 
approach to professional development: participants work together, encourage each other, and 
members are simultaneously developed (Chairs et al., 2002). 

Research/Guiding Questions 

The purpose of our action research project was to explore the experiences of learning circle members in 
an Extension organization. The objective of our project was to determine in what ways Extension 
Leadership Circle experiences are valuable to second-year members. This project explored the 
categories of value for members, which were 1) components of Circle meetings and 2) anticipated 
outcomes of participation in Circle meetings. 

Methods/Data Sources 
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A descriptive research design with a survey method was selected to collect data. An electronic 
questionnaire included four questions. The first question focused on the various components of the 
Leadership Circle meetings and included rating-scale questions for topics (i.e., meeting format, learning 
environment, and educational model). The second question focused on anticipated outcomes for 
participants and included rating-scale questions for topics (i.e. personal and professional growth, 
leadership capacity, and confidence in leadership abilities). The rating-scale questions used a slider bar 
for participants to select the extent of value, and “0” represented low value and “10” represented high 
value. For each topic, the mean and standard deviation were calculated. The questionnaire also 
contained two open-ended questions that focused on personal value. For the purposes of this project, 
value was defined as “importance, worth, or usefulness.” The questionnaire was sent to 13 second-year 
circle members. Nine (n=9) circle members responded to the questionnaire, and the response rate was 
69%. 

Results, Products, and/or Conclusions 

The questionnaire responses indicated Leadership Circle participants valued components of the learning 
circle experience. Participants highly valued a skilled facilitator, with a mean of 9.78, and the safe and 
trusting meeting environment, with a mean of 9.67. Participants were fairly consistent in their valuation, 
which was evidenced by low standard deviations of 0.42 and 0.67, respectively. Further, the community- 
based approach to professional development, with a mean of 9.33, and a discussion-based learning 
model, with a mean of 9.22, were viewed favorably by participants. It can be concluded the participants 
were in strong agreement about these components of Leadership Circle meetings. 

The questionnaire responses also indicated participants valued the potential outcomes of the learning 
circle experience. Participants highly valued personal growth, with a mean of 9.89. Participants were 
fairly consistent in their valuation, which was evidenced by a low standard deviation of 0.31. It can be 
concluded the participants were in strong agreement about this anticipated outcome of Leadership 
Circle meetings. 

The open-ended questions provided supporting data for the participants’ valuation of Leadership Circle. 
Participants value Leadership Circle because it supports their development of personal and professional 
skills. Further, participants value Leadership Circle because concepts addressed are applicable to real life 
situations and there is an opportunity to foster connections with colleagues. Compared to other 
professional development opportunities, the Leadership Circle experience encourages participants to 
blend personal aspects of their lives with their professional experiences. It can be concluded that 
participants view the experience favorably, and when compared to traditional professional development 
opportunities, Leadership Circle experience allows members to develop the whole self through a holistic 
approach. 

Recommendations, Educational Importance, Implications, and/or Application 

Second-year members highly value their Leadership Circle experiences. A professional development 
model like a learning circle may be valuable for Extension professionals who want to increase their 
understanding of concepts and grow their skills. The experience blends personal and professional 
aspects of participants’ lives and allows them the freedom to explore concepts from either lens. Further, 
the model encourages relationship building, reflection, and relevant discussions. 
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The results of our project align with Baker and Hadley’s (2014) study of [State] Extension professionals. 
Leadership Circle participants favorably viewed the community-based approach to professional 
development. Further, Ricketts et al. (2012) explored how Extension professionals motivate themselves 
to be successful. Leadership Circle participants favorably viewed growing their capacity to lead as a 
potential outcome of participation in a learning circle. They also favorably viewed their competence in 
leadership concepts and confidence in their abilities to lead as potential outcomes of participation in a 
learning circle. 

The results from our project provide critical information about a unique professional development 
model. Although the context of our project should be considered in regards to transferability of the 
conclusions and recommendations, Extension human resources directors and supervisors with 
responsibilities of leading or encouraging professional development opportunities for Extension 
professionals should explore the learning circle model. It is vital Extension professionals participate in 
learning opportunities that require them to grow their understanding of their unique roles, broaden 
their competencies in their chosen fields, encourage connections with their colleagues, and extend their 
leadership capacities. 

 
 

Workshop Explanation 

In our roundtable, we will engage participants through peer learning, facilitating active discussions, and 
fostering connection-building - much like how our Leadership Circle program is delivered. In our 
experiences, we have found that offering time in professional development sessions for making 
connections creates a richer, more meaningful experience for participants and for us as discussion 
facilitators. Participants can expect to leave our roundtable with an understanding of how Leadership 
Circle has been working in our organization and ideas for practical application of our model in their 
organizations.  
 
As presenters, we have dynamic delivery styles, and we complement each other’s personalities and 
approaches to direct education. Participants in our past workshops have described our teaching as 
engaging and edutaining (educational + entertaining). We pride ourselves in creating learning 
environments that are inclusive, reach different learners in different ways, and, most importantly, fun. 
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Abstract 

When we look at rural America today, we can picture overgrown grass and caked-on rust around 
dilapidated houses, bare and ignored store fronts, streets with little attention and infrequent traffic, and 
a loss of will and drive among our local citizens. We can just as easily paint a picture similar to Norman 
Rockwell's captured moments; of bustling holiday streets, local festivals, larger-than-life civic 
engagement, maintained infrastructure including sidewalks and side streets, and a sense of "WE" in 
ownership of our collective attitudes, our neighborly interests, and our connected co-identity. Which is 
our future in rural America, and can we drive positive change by introducing leadership development 
techniques in rural communities? 

In a further line of questions: Can our rural future look as positive as a nostalgic past in small towns 
across the country? Can awareness of current situations and action-oriented leadership tools lead to 
positive outcomes through a shift in attitudes? Can we create an energy with a pioneering, 
entrepreneurial spirit, with a focus on better days ahead than lay behind? 

By bringing local folks together, with intentional leadership development techniques, a new inclusive 
and collective identity, with a path to rural prosperity, can be discovered. 

Driving positive change in today's time is both a performance art and a science. Changed demographics, 
disengaged and siloed citizenry with a lack of hope and vision, deficit mindsets, choosing nostalgic 
paralysis over results-driven response to current realities, and underutilization of local capitals lead to 
disillusioned attitudes, and a "giving up" at a local level. This can be turned around through an 
intentional, guiding leadership-focused intervention. 

Molding mindsets centered in possibility and creating increased positive, collective action in an engaged 
rural citizenry, with an honest and evidence-based awareness of their current situation(s), can result in 
an attitudinal shift that stimulates vision, innovation, and visible steps to a brighter future. Positive 
change builds increased positive change upon itself. 

Providing local citizens with a foundational knowledge of social change theories and models for 
increased inclusion, appreciative inquiry techniques, skills in deliberative dialogue, asset-based 
community development practices, and servant leadership mindsets can lead to better equipped 
collective visioning and outcomes-driven leadership. Whether this be through implementation of a 
longer-term leadership development workshop series or one-time, customized leadership development 
facilitation, sustainable driving forces for change can be nurtured while mitigating resisting factors. 
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Showcasing leadership development practices that have been implemented in rural communities, with 
demonstrated results, will provide workshop participants a personal feel for what is possible, and how 
best to replicate these in ways that will work in their area, region, or state. 

Leadership development is practical at all levels in cooperative extension work. There is great need for 
engaging leaders who can collaborate with others, while working through current realities. 

 
Workshop Explanation 

This workshop will be engaging, thought-provoking, and extremely hands-on. Participants will: 
 

Engage in rural mind-mapping through personal reflection and group work, 
Explore leadership development activities that are attitude-shifting and result in strategies for positive 
change, 

 
Dialogue throughout the processes in this workshop, creating a collective energy in the room, with 
increased capacity for possibility and positive change (witness the methods and processes at work), 
Define next steps in implementation of showcased activities and methods. 

 
Benefits: 
This workshop will be engaging, thought-provoking, and extremely hands-on. 

Participants will: 

- Engage in rural leadership mind-mapping through personal reflection and group work, 
 

- Explore leadership development activities that are attitude-shifting and result in strategies for positive 
change with a focus on social change, group dynamics, and inclusion, 

 
- Dialogue throughout the processes in this workshop, creating a collective energy in the room, with 
increased capacity for possibility and positive change (witness the methods and processes at work), 

 
- Define next steps for implementation of showcased activities and methods. 

Benefits: 

Workshop participants will increase knowledge in social change theory and models for inclusion, 
identification of local capitals, visioning and strategic planning, questioning methods that lead to 
positive attitudinal shifts, motivation techniques, group dynamics, and needs-based leadership 
development facilitation. 
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