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County agricultural extension agents form the targest part of the
total professional! employees of the Cooperative Extension Services in
Minnesota, North Dakota and South Dakota. It is also the major group
that carries most of the agricultural education information from varilous
agencies such as the land-grant universities and USDA to the public of
Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota and needs of +this public to
the agencies. Because of their visible position in the organization,
agricultural agents must be very well prepared. The role of the Cooper-
ative Extension Service has undergone considerable changes in the last
ten years (Sappington et al., 1977). Considerable change continued to
occur In the next 10 years also. The competencles needed in the past
have changed and Increased In number. The dynamics of the extension
program make I+ imperative that the preparation and development of the
agent be consistent with modern day programs.

Gonzalez (1982) stated that historically the educational philosophy
has been to establish curricula which provide only for the acquisition
of cognitive knowledge. He argued that the mastery of the knowledge
alone does not Insure that the Individual can successfully apply what he
has learned. 1t Is therefore Important that agricultural agents develop
the proper skills, knowledge, abilities, and attitudes (competencles)
necessary to effectively carry out their professional roles. Develop~
ment of these competencies come as a result of either the pre-service
and/or graduate program and work experience Including Inservice train-
inge It s necessary, therefore, to [dentify competencies so existing
educational programs can be modified and upgraded In order to provide
present and future extension agents with the most critical competencles
needed to perform their jobs.

Beeman, Cheek, McGhee, and Gregotis (1979) lIdentified professional
competencies needed by extension agents in Florida. Of the 158 compe-
tencies lIdentified and studied, extension fleld agents perceived 79¢ to
be at least moderate to very high In importance while state staff rated
974 as moderate to very high In Importance. The researchers recommended
that the most essential competencies be included in the undergraduate
and graduate curricula of the Department of Agricultural and Extension
Education.

Gonzalez (1982) Identified 144 professiona! competencies needed by
extenslion agents in Pennsylvania. He defined professional competencies
as "those skills, knowledge, and attitudes extension agents should pos-
sess in order to effectively perform their roles as educators, exclusive
of technical subject matter competencies." His findings indicated that
there were no significant differences In the perceptions of extension
agents and state staff members regarding the importance of the nine com-
petency categories. All 144 competencies were considered to be moderate
to very high In Importance. The two groups rated 68 competenclies 4.00/5
or higher, while the remaining 76 competencies received combined ratings
of at least 3.00/5. In identifying when the competencies should be
learned, the combined responses for extension agents and state staff
members indicated that 26 competencies should be learned before entering
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the job, 6 competenclies during a graduate program, and the remaining 113
can be learned on the job or through Inservice. Gonzalez (1982) recom-
mended that competencies iIncliuded In the teaching, communication, and
understanding human behavior categories should form a key component of
any undergraduate program developed for preparing extension agents.

The completion of an undergraduate program Is a common mode by
which entrance Into agricultural extension work is accomplished. There-
fore, the researchers of this study chose to address the professional
competencies needed by beginning agricultural agents.

Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of this study was to identify the professional compe-
tencies needed by beginning agricultural agents of the Cooperative
Extension Services of Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota.

The specific objectives were:

1. To determine the importance of selected professional competen-
cles needed by beginning Cooperative Extension Service county agricul-
tural agents in Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota as perceived
by the agents themselves.

2. To determine the education mode (i.e., college courses, on-the-
Job training or special workshops) most appropriate for the development
of the selected competencies.

3. To compare findings among agricultural county agents in Minne-
sota, North Dakota, and South Dakota with regard to the Importance of
select professional competencies needed by beginning Cooperative Exten-
sion Service county agricultural agents and the educational mode indi-
cated for the development of these competencies.

Procedures

Data for this study were collected by use of a questionnaire malled
to each member of the population. The population consisted of all
county agricultural agents with at least one year but no more than five
years of extension work experience, presently employed by the Coopera-
t+ive Extension Services of Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota. A
total of 78 agents were distributed as follows: Minnesota-43, North
Dakota-13, and South Dakota-22. The procedures used were consistent
with those used in similar studies In other states. As a result of
reviewing the relevant |iterature, particularly Gonzalez's study in
Pennsylvania, a substantial amount of Information usable in the develop-
ment of the questionnaire for this study was identified. An adapted
Instrument for use In this study was developed. The Instrument was
reviewed by a jury of extension district directors for content valid-
Itye The review consisted of reading for clarity and appropriateness of
questions, understandable instructions, and abilit+y to properly inter-
pret questions.

As a result of the review procedures, the final questionnaire
Included 40 competency statements. The questionnaire was divided into
two sectlions. The statements In Section | consisted of items related to
pertinent demographic data needed from the respondents. Section 11
Included the competency statements. That second section consisted of
two parts. Part 1 was designed using a five-point scale with numerical
values assigned to the competencies as follows: 1 = no Importance, 2 =
low Importance, 3 = moderate Importance, 4 = high Importance, and 5 =
very high Importance. Part 2 consisted of items related to the time
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most appropriate for the development of the competencies. The possible
responses were as follows: 1 = undergraduate curriculum, 2 = graduate
curriculum, 3 = on-the-job training, and 4 = special workshop and/or
conference.

A letter explalining the purpose of the research and soliciting sup-
port and the provision of the names and current addresses of potential
members of the population was sent to the administration of the Coopera-
tive Extension Services in Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota. A
cover letter explaining the purpose of the research and soliciting par-
ticipation from potential respondents was prepared and sent along with
the coded questlonnaire and a self-addressed, stamped envelope to the 78
county agents In the three states. After a second malling and follow-up
telephone calls, the last questionnaire was returned completed on Decem—
ber 26, 1985, resulting in a 100% return.

Analysis of the Data

The collected data were entered In the NDSU computer for analysis.
The means, frequenclies, standard deviations, and percentages of all
responses were tabulated. Because the sample consisted of the entire
population and a 100% response was obtained, only descriptive statistics
were used In reporting the results of this study. The instrument was
tested using Cronbach's alphas to provide a measure of reliability. The
Cronbach coefficient alpha for the eight competency categories studied
was 0.93.

Results

The Importance of selected professional competencies needed by
beginning county agricultural extension agents as indicated by mean
scores Is revealed in Table 1. Those competencies receiving the highest
rating of Importance (4 = high Importance to 5 = very high [mportance)
were: Get along with people (4.77), Remaln current through regular
reading, workshops, and conferences (4.74); Develop support of local
people for extension programs (4.71); Assess county situations and needs
(4.38); ldentify priority programs (4.34); Public speaking abillty
(4.19); Understand principles of communication (4.14); Write effective
reports and news articles (4.13); and Identify and select appropriate
physical, material, and human resources to meet program needs (4.03).
These particular competencies appear toc be quite common or obvious for
an agricultural agent to possess. Knowledge of psychological theories
of learning was ranked the least Important competency (2.88). This
finding may be a cause for concern because most educators would consider
this competency to be quite Important. If county agricultural agents
are teaching iIn a formal or Informa! setting, It would seem that know-
ledge of psychological theories of learning would be Important. All
other competencies had a mean score of 3 (moderately important) or
h‘ghero

When comparing mean scores among states, only slight differences in
ratings occurred. This would Indicate fairly consistent agreement among
the agents surveyed in each of the three states. Minnesota agricultural
agents rated 18 of the 40 competencies higher than did North and South
Dakota agents; North Dakota agents rated nine higher than did Minnesota
and South Dakota agents; Minnesota and South Dakota agents rated one
competency highest with equal mean scores; North and South Dakota agents
also rated one highest with equal mean scores.
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Respondents were asked to Indicate the educational mode(s) in which
competenclies should be developed. The modes included: undergraduate
program, graduate program, on-the-job training, and special workshops
and/or conferences. Respondents could Indicate more than one mode for
each competency .

Table 2 reveals that a majority of the respondents felt that most
of the professional competencies In the categories of Extension Philoso-
phy and Organlzation; Extension Program Development, Operation, and
Evaluation; Community Structure Within the County; Public Relations; and
Administration could be developed while on-the-job. A majority of the
agents felt that most competencles in the category of Communication and
Teaching should be developed through college undergraduate programs.
Competencies In the Research category should be developed throughout
each of the educational modes.

A comparison of the responses by the agricultural agents In the
t+hree states concerning the educational mode by which competencies
should be developed revealed responses to be quite similar. Therefore,
those results were not Included in this report.

Conclusions

Most of the competencies were considered to be Important or higher
and needed by beginning agricultural extension agents Iin Minnesota,
North Dakota, and South Dakota. The competencies ranked the highest in
importance included: Get along with people; Remain current through reg-
ular reading, workshops, and conferences; Develop support of local peo-
ple for extenslon program; Assess county situations and needs; and lden-
tify priority programse.

Most of the selected professlional competencies should be developed
through training while on-the-job and during undergraduate programse.
Competencies In the categories of Community Structure Within the County,
Public Relations, and Administration were reported more heavily toward
the preference of being developed on-the-job.

No noticeable differences occurred in the perceptions of beginning
Cooperative Extension Service county agricultural agents In Minpesota,
North Dakota, and South Dakota with regard to the Importance of selected
professional competencies needed by beginning Cooperative Extension
Service county agricultural agents and the educational mode indicated as
most appropriate for the development of these selected competencles.

Recommendat ions

The findings of this study should be made avallable to the adminis-
trations of the Cooperative Extension Services in Minnesota, North Dako-
ta, and South Dakota, particularly to individuals responsible for plan-
ning and providing pre-service and Inservice tralning programs for
extension agents.

The contents of undergraduate and graduate programs in extension
education should address as many as possible of the competencies found
to have moderate to very high Importance. The competencies in the cate-
gories of Communication & Teaching and Research as findicated In the
s:udy*sgfuld most definitely be acquired during undergraduate or gradu-
ate studles.

Many professional competencies, as reported by agricultural exten-
sfon agents, might best be developed through on-the-job training. With
this In mind, if extension education programs included an internship
oexperlience In which some of these professional competencies can be
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developed, an agricultural extension agent would have acquired the com-
petencies before beginning his/her first job.

Appropriate and practical Instructional materials with behavioral
objectives should be developed and/or adapted for the professional com-
petencies Identifled in the study with moderate to high Importance for
use in Institutlions preparing county agricultura! extension personnel .
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