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Abstract: Agriculture serves as one context where leadership education programs are 

implemented in collegiate curriculum. Agricultural leadership education programs are 

becoming prevalent, with 26 existing programs across the nation (Alexander et al., 2017). 

Coursework in agricultural leadership education programs differs from that of other 

leadership education programs because it teaches the foundations of leadership 

contextually in agricultural sciences (Weeks & Weeks, 2020).  

 

The importance of leadership to students could be a reason why agricultural leadership 

education is chosen as an undergraduate major (Schumacher & Swan, 1993); however, a 

variety of factors go into selecting majors (Beggs et al., 2008; Germeijis et al., 2012; 

Herren et al., 2011; Malgwi et al., 2005.) Many factors can contribute to students 

choosing a specific major (Galotti, 1999), but reasons students decide to major in 

agricultural leadership is largely unknown.  

 

Decision-making style (Scott & Bruce, 1995) was used as the conceptual framework for 

this study. Although decision making is habit-based, it can change based on the situation 

and be represented by five different decision making styles. This framework helped the 

researcher to interpret and understand students’ perspectives of their choice to major in 

agricultural leadership.  

 

Q methodology allows for a better understanding of the varying student perceptions of 

their undergraduate agricultural leadership education program. Q methodology works to 

reveal individuals’ diverse and distinctive viewpoints instead of displaying only one 

specific perspective of a group of individuals (McKeown & Thomas, 2013). Participants 

with varying experiences and perspectives were selected (Watts & Stenner, 2012). All 

participants were currently enrolled in undergraduate agricultural leadership education 

programs at three universities.  

  

This study identified two perspectives of student opinions within undergraduate 

agricultural leadership education. The first perspective represents those students with 

leadership experience before college and appreciate the personal and professional 

development that the major offers. The second perspective represents students who are 

relationship oriented and agree the degree is transferrable between disciplines. All 

students within the second perspective changed their major to agricultural leadership 

from something else during their college career. Findings are consistent with Schmacher 

and Swan (1993) in determining students agree that leadership is important to their 

college education.
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CHAPTER I 
 

 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

 

Leadership is a social influence that strives for change by providing motivation 

and direction (Manning & Curtis, 2007) and is largely valued for employment across the 

world (Northouse, 2013). Three common elements are often seen in definitions of 

leadership: (a) leadership is a group phenomenon; (b) leadership is goal directed and 

action oriented; and, (c) leadership creates hierarchy within a group setting (Nahavandi, 

2012). Northouse (2013) defined leadership as “a process whereby an individual 

influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal” (p. 5).  

Individuals work to improve their leadership skills and experience due to their 

choices of workplace institutions and demands of education (Northouse, 2013). 

Employers seek students who possess effective leadership skills to improve their 

organization (Lenhardt et al., 2011). In all industries, employers deem leadership 

qualities important and tend to focus on honesty, attitude, trustworthiness, self-

confidence, and dependability (Smalley et al., 2016). Some believe leadership has such 

an influence, that “no other factor is more important for work morale and job 

performance” (Manning & Curtis, 2007, p.1).  
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Leadership education programs are developing and attracting students across the 

United States and world. The first to introduce the study of leadership as a college major 

option was the McDonough Center for Leadership and Business at Marietta College in 

Ohio in 1987 (McManus, 2009). Since then, a new appreciation for leadership education 

has developed within students and collegiate faculty (Dugan & Komives, 2010). Students 

believe the development of their leadership is an important part of their college education 

(Schumacher & Swan, 1993). Across the nation, leadership classes are being taught in a 

variety of disciplines due to the increased interest (Vecchio,1997).  

Agriculture and natural resources serves as one context in which leadership 

education programs are implemented in collegiate curriculum. As of 2017, agricultural 

leadership education programs exist in 26 land-grant universities across the nation, 

serving as a prevalent option for students. (Alexander et al., 2017). Leadership has been 

taught in agricultural education departments dating to the early 1900s, with a variety of 

courses available throughout the United States (Fritz et al., 2003). Agricultural leadership 

education programs prepare university-educated professionals to assume roles in 

agricultural education (broadly defined), both in the classroom and as Extension 

educators (Weeks & Weeks, 2020).  

Before the development of agricultural leadership education programs, 

coursework in agricultural education programs often focused on teaching methods, 

project supervision, and student advising, while stressing the importance of leadership 

development (Weeks & Weeks, 2020). Due to a decreasing number of students 

graduating with an agricultural education degree and pursuing a school-based teaching 

career (Lawver et al., 2018), universities began offering a non-teaching major designed 
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for those students not interested in a career as a school-based agricultural education 

teacher. The non-teaching option within most agricultural education departments 

transformed into agricultural leadership education as a major, degree option, or minor at 

the undergraduate level (Weeks & Weeks, 2020).  

Coursework in agricultural leadership education programs differs from that of 

other leadership education programs (i.e., educational leadership, business leadership), 

because it teaches the foundations of leadership contextually in agricultural sciences 

(Velez et al., 2014). Often, courses such as organizational leadership, diversity in 

agriculture, leadership theory, and personal leadership development are found in 

agricultural leadership education undergraduate curricula (Cletzer et al., 2020). In these 

programs, students can develop their leadership capacity while expanding their own life 

experiences (Velez et al., 2014). Agricultural leadership education programs provide 

leadership knowledge and a broad introduction to agricultural sciences by focusing in 

areas of students’ interests (Pennington & Weeks, 2006). Students complete courses in 

technical sciences (i.e., animal science, plant science, agricultural economics) in addition 

to leadership coursework (Cletzer et al., 2020). Students develop a breadth of knowledge 

in both leadership and agriculture, which prepares them to take on careers in any sector of 

agriculture across the nation (Morgan et al., 2013). 

Background to the Research Problem 

The importance of leadership to students could be a reason agricultural leadership 

education is chosen as an undergraduate major or degree option (Schumacher & Swan, 

1993); however, a variety of factors go into selecting majors (Beggs et al., 2008; 
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Germeijis et al., 2012; Herren et al., 2011; Malgwi et al., 2005.) Factors students consider 

when choosing a major include: (a) information search, (b) match with interests, (c) job 

characteristics, (d) financial considerations, (e) psycho/social benefits, and (f) major 

attributes (Beggs et al., 2008). Discussion with other students, instructors, and 

parent/guardian influence are other possible factors affecting student major decisions 

(Malgwi et al., 2005). Research suggests students may not explore many alternatives 

before choosing a major (Germeijis et al., 2012) or simply choose a major based on 

external factors like the quality of facilities (Herren et al., 2011).  

Enrollment trends at Oklahoma State University indicate students often enroll in 

the agricultural leadership education program after transferring from another program or 

institution (Institutional Research and Analytics, 2022). With agricultural leadership 

education programs still considered new in the profession (Weeks & Weeks, 2020), the 

reason underpinning students’ choice of the major is not fully understood and needs to be 

explored.  

Statement of the Problem 

Agricultural leadership education programs have developed due to the combined 

need for leadership in the agricultural industry (Alexander et al., 2017) and growth of 

student interest in leadership education (Foreman & Retallick, 2012; Fritz et al., 2003; 

Kovar & Simonsen, 2019). As agricultural workforce demands change, leadership skill 

development in students is a priority (Velez et al., 2014). Across the nation, the number 

of agricultural leadership education opportunities are growing (Velez et al., 2014). A gap 
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in research exists when determining why students chose agricultural leadership education 

programs as their major, degree option, or minor at the undergraduate level. 

Purpose and Significance of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the opinions of undergraduate students 

enrolled in an agricultural leadership education program. Using Q methodology to 

examine perceptions of students currently enrolled in the major allowed the researcher to 

gain a deeper understanding of the variety of student perceptions toward a growing 

major. A more intense focus on students’ perceptions of their major may allow 

agricultural leadership education program faculty to improve recruitment and retention 

efforts and better adapt to an increasingly changing educational environment.  

 The conceptual framework for this study was the General Decision Making Style 

instrument (Scott & Bruce, 1995). This instrument assesses and categorizes decision-

making style into to five behavioral styles. The styles of decision-making are named 

rational, intuitive, dependent, avoidant, and spontaneous.  

Research Objective 

 The objective of this study was to describe agricultural leadership education 

student perceptions toward their undergraduate degree program. The condition of 

instruction for this Q study was, “What are your thoughts about your major?” The 

condition of instruction serves as a guiding question for participants as they sort 

statements according to their own viewpoints (Brown, 1980).  
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Assumptions of the Study 

 While planning this study, two assumptions were made:  

1. Participants made a conscious effort to provide authentic responses during the Q 

sort.  

2. All participants provided honest demographic information regarding their 

involvement in agricultural leadership education.  

Definitions of Terminology 

The following terms were identified as relevant to this study:  

Array Position: The number indicating the column in which each statement exists in the 

composite array, ranging from -5 to +5 for this study (Brown, 1980).  

Concourse: A comprehensive collection of facts, opinions, ideas and beliefs surrounding 

a concept, from which Q samples are drawn (Stephenson, 1986).   

Condition of instruction: Guiding question for participants to sort the presented Q set 

(Watts & Stenner, 2012). 

Consensus statements: Statements that have a non-significant difference in the z-score 

between the two arrays (Stricklin, 2005).  

Distinguishing statements: Statements with the greatest difference between the two arrays 

(McKeown & Thomas, 2013).  

Factor array: A composite Q sort representing the viewpoint of a particular factor, which 

forms the basis of factor interpretations (Watts & Stenner, 2012)  
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Factor loading: A factor loading serves as a correlation coefficient, indicating how 

similar each Q sort is to its respective factor array (McKeown & Thomas, 2013).  

Leadership: A process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve 

a common goal (Northouse, 2013).  

P set: The participant sample which takes part in the study (Brown, 1993).  

Q set: A set of statements that broadly represents the research area, sample from the 

concourse to be sorted by participants (Watts & Stenner, 2012).  

Q sort: The process by which data are collected; a participant’s rank-ordering of the Q set 

(Brown, 1993).  
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CHAPTER II 
 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore the opinions of undergraduate students 

enrolled in an agricultural leadership education program. This chapter examines relevant 

research related to agricultural leadership education programs for undergraduate students. 

The research was reviewed in terms of leadership as a general topic, the development of 

leadership education, the history of leadership education in agriculture, the need for 

agricultural leadership education programs, and how students decide on their college 

major.  

Leadership 

Leadership can be defined in a variety of ways. Almost all definitions, however, 

conclude leadership involves the process of influence (Vroom & Jago, 2007). Nahavandi 

(2012) describes leadership as having three common elements, regardless of the 

definition. First, leadership is a group phenomenon (Nahavandi, 2012), meaning all 

leaders have one or more followers (Vroom & Jago, 2007). Second, leaders use influence  
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to develop goals and create action to meet those goals with others (Nahvandi, 2012). 

With influence, comes the third element of leadership: a leader creates hierarchy within a 

group, in some fashion (Nahvandi, 2012). The type of hierarchy and influence a leader 

has can vary greatly depending on the situation (Vroom & Jago, 2007). 

In the 20th century, leaders were determined based on leadership traits a person 

conveyed (Northouse, 2022). The great man theory focused on determining what traits 

make up a leader, often mirroring those traits of people in power, such as political and 

military leaders (Northouse, 2022). The trait approach was later challenged by 

researchers, due to the inconsistency of leadership traits considered effective (Northouse, 

2022). In the mid-1940s, researchers found behaviors to be more important than traits 

(Nahavandi, 2012). The task and relationship theory focused on the relationship created 

and actions taken (Manning & Curtis, 2007) instead of traits a leader may possess. 

Vroom & Jago (2007) argue leadership should be guided by situations, not by traits or 

behaviors. Situational leadership theory approach requires a leader to adapt their 

leadership style to follower readiness to be considered an effective leader (Northouse, 

2022). Research has since found the situation can be as important as a leaders’ traits and 

behaviors (Vroom & Jago, 2007).  The development of contingency approaches builds on 

situational contexts, traits, followers, and behaviors focused on the importance of 

matching a leaders’ traits to situations for effective leadership (Northouse, 2022).  

Some approaches to leadership cause many to challenge whether leadership can 

be developed (Thomas, 2014). Research suggests leaders can be developed (Byrne, 2003; 

McIntyre, 2019; Pandya, Dirks, & Kwok, 2017; Sadayappan, 2019; Simon & 

Stautzenbach, 2003). Although leadership development is a complex process with a 
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multitude of outcomes, it is necessary to prepare leaders for the future work force 

(Dugan, 2011).  Each person faces opportunities daily to serve as a leader, regardless of 

having a formal leadership title (King et al., 2011). Leaders are needed to improve the 

development of individuals and companies across the globe (Wagner, 2007).  

Leadership Education 

The workplace has increased demands for graduates to hold soft skills (Lenhardt 

et al., 2011). Soft skills are often referred to as life skills, but can be defined and 

classified in different ways. Succi and Canovi (2020) define soft skills as:  

Soft skills represent a dynamic combination of cognitive and meta-cognitive 

skills, interpersonal, intellectual and practical skills. Soft skills help people to 

adapt and behave positively so that they can deal effectively with the challenges 

of their professional and everyday life. (p. 1835) 

The ability to motivate and lead others was identified as a skill not learned in 

college (Crawford & Fink, 2020). In some cases, universities were approached by 

agricultural industry leaders and asked to improve leadership education and development 

(Alexander et al., 2017). Curricula could be improved with continued communication 

from agricultural industry employers (Smalley et al., 2016). Research has noted, 

employers seek students with leadership skills (Lenhardt et al., 2011). Agricultural 

industry employers have deemed all leadership skills important and have tended to focus 

on honesty, attitude, trustworthiness, self-confidence, and dependability (Smalley et al., 

2016). Effective leadership has proven even more important to employers and has been 

deemed necessary for success within the agricultural industry (McKinley et al., 1993). 
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Leadership characteristics like managing conflict and building relationships were placed 

in the top 15 of importance for employers in 2020 (Crawford & Fink, 2020).  

Undergraduate students believed the development of their leadership is an 

important part of their college education (Schumacher & Swan, 1993). Shertzer and 

Schuh (2004) found students consider: “(a) leadership as an individual possession; (b) 

leadership is positional; (c) leaders possess particular qualities and skills; and, (d) leaders 

act from internal motivations” (p. 116). After completing a leadership course, students 

perceive themselves as retaining higher leadership skills in areas including: (a) 

administration; (b) achievement; (c) community; (d) empathy; and, (e) problem solving 

(Layfield et al., 2000). Leadership coursework has improved student ability to develop 

leadership qualities and skills in those around them due to their increased knowledge of 

leadership theory (Zimmerman-Oster & Burkhardt, 1999). When exposed to leadership 

development, students’ self-perceived ability to lead themselves and others has increased 

significantly (Muammar, 2021). Often an advancement in achievement was seen with the 

increased development of leadership within students (Waters et al., 2003).  

The development of leadership has proven to be attractive to students which 

increases their desire to enroll in leadership development and education programs across 

the United States (McManus, 2009). Leadership development allowed students to 

increase their leadership ability in areas like conflict management and interpersonal 

relationships (McManus, 2009). Leadership education programs take a scholarly 

approach to leadership, focusing on theory and skills (McManus, 2009). Leaders are best 

created when the two merge to create students who can think critically about theory 

taught and act outside of the classroom environment (McManus, 2009).  
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Leadership development and education programs can be found across the country 

(Riggio et al., 2003). Some programs focus on general leadership, while others focus on 

leadership in the context of a technical science such as educational leadership, business 

leadership, and agricultural leadership (Riggio et al.). The first undergraduate leadership 

education program was developed in 1987 and has served as a pioneer for leadership 

education programs across the country (McManus, 2009).  

Agricultural Education and Youth Leadership History 

In 1862, the Morrill Land-Grant Act was passed, allowing each state in the United 

States to create a land-grant institution (Morrill Land-Grant Act, 1862). These institutions 

were created to promote higher education and research throughout America, while 

focusing on agricultural, scientific, and technological interests (Collier, 2002). The Hatch 

Act was passed by Congress in 1887, providing federal funds to conduct research at 

agricultural experiment stations (Hatch Act, 1887). Today, more than 600 experiment 

stations partner with land-grant institutions to research agricultural issues the industry 

faces on a daily basis (Pearson & Atucha, 2015).  The second Morrill Land-Grant Act 

was passed in 1890 (Morrill Land-Grant Act, 1890). This act created land-grant 

institutions for African Americans, which became the second land-grant institution in 

many states (Seals, 1991).  Federal support was given to tribal colleges’ agricultural 

curricula after the passage of the Equity in Education Land-Grant College Act in 1994 

(Thompson, 2010). These acts allowed for an increased ability to educate at the higher 

level, specifically in agriculture.  
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Programs designed for youth were developed during the creation of higher 

education institutions. In 1902, the first 4-H clubs were developed as after-school 

agricultural education programs for students (4-H, n.d.). 4-H clubs were created for 

school-aged youth to participate in hands-on learning in agriculture after school. Youth 

programming grew with the development of the cooperative extension system in 1914 (4-

H). The Smith-Lever Act created the unique Extension system which developed 

partnerships between federal, state, and local entities to educate American citizens in 

agriculture, home economics, and other technical professions (Smith-Lever Act, 1914). 4-

H serves as one piece delivered by cooperative extension and allows young people to 

learn by doing (4-H, n.d.). 

Federal funds were provided for vocational education with the passage of the 

Smith-Hughes Act in 1917 (Fristoe, 2017). This act created the opportunity for high 

school students, grades 9 to 12, to be involved in school-based agricultural education 

(Fristoe). Education was then provided in rural areas across the United States to create 

skilled farmers, industry workers, and homemakers (Moore, 2017).  

After passage of the Smith-Hughes Act, agricultural classes were adopted into the 

school day and educators saw a need for an extracurricular to go along with school-based 

education (National FFA, n.d.). One of the first extracurricular organizations was created 

in 1925 known as the Future Farmers of Virginia (National FFA). This organization 

served as the model for the national organization known as Future Farmers of America 

developed in 1928 (National FFA). The organization still exists today and is known as 

the National FFA Organization after a name change in 1988 (National FFA). The 

National FFA organization reaches over 735,000 students as an intracurricular for middle 
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and high school students involved in school-based agricultural education with focuses on 

premier leadership, personal growth, and career success (National FFA).  

Need for Agricultural Leadership Education at Universities  

Land-grant universities began training school-based agricultural instructors and 

extension professionals after the passage of the Morrill Land Grant Act (Fritz et al., 

2003). Agricultural education coursework highlighted teaching methods, project 

supervision, and student advising, all while stressing the importance of leadership 

development (Weeks & Weeks, 2020). During the 1960s, it was found many students 

majoring in agricultural education were not taking teaching jobs after graduation (Weeks 

& Weeks).  Lawver et al. (2018) reported less than one-half of agricultural education 

graduates took a teaching position from 1965-1985. Due to this decreasing number of 

students graduating with an agricultural education degree and pursuing a school-based 

teaching career, universities began offering a non-teaching major designed for those 

without teaching interests (Weeks & Weeks, 2020). To replace the non-teaching major at 

the undergraduate level, many agricultural education departments created an agricultural 

leadership education program (Weeks & Weeks, 2020). 

Although agricultural youth development programs such as 4-H and National 

FFA focused on leadership development in the context of agriculture (Weeks & Weeks, 

2020), little leadership was taught at the secondary level (Velez et al., 2014). Developing 

leadership skills is one of the main components of agricultural education since it began 

(Phipps et al., 2008). Often, however, too much emphasis is put on these youth 

organizations for the development of leadership (Velez et al., 2014). The assumption 
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students are exposed to leadership development in these organizations also harms the 

development of post-secondary students (Barrett, 1983). Exposure to leadership through 

organizations is helpful, but does not guarantee a student is prepared to serve as an 

agricultural leader (Barrett).  

Swanson (1991) called for recognition and action on agriculture’s leadership 

crisis, stating: “what is imperative for the future is the ability to identify and hone the 

creative talents of people and to direct these toward elevating human possibilities” (1991, 

p. 7-8). As a response to Swanson in 1993, a conceptual model was developed to help 

with the leadership crisis to ensure agricultural education departments were focusing on 

four things: (a) teaching and learning; (b) human resource development and management; 

(c) communication; and, (d) research methodology and data analysis (Barrick, 1993). 

Barrick agreed with Swanson and highlighted the need for development in leadership.  

He recommended teacher preparation programs be reconstructed to include training for 

students who hope to work outside of the agricultural classroom and in settings like 

Extension education. In 1993, no agricultural degree programs existed for the area of 

human resource development (Barrick). The call from Barrick, combined with other 

research, suggested agricultural leadership education programs were needed to help 

provide a direct connection to agricultural and Extension education, as well as develop 

leadership skills in the agricultural industry (Alexander et al., 2017). Many agricultural 

leadership programs were developed as a branch of human resource development to 

better train teacher educators and Extension agents (Alexander et al.).  
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Development of Agricultural Leadership Education Programs 

Agricultural leadership education programs are developing in institutions across 

the nation to improve the lack of leadership knowledge. As of 2003, leadership was 

taught in agricultural education departments for more than 17 years, with at least 82 

different courses available throughout the United States (Fritz et al., 2003). Oklahoma 

State University began offering agricultural leadership as an undergraduate major in 

2005, the first to officially do so (Pennington & Weeks, 2006). With this development, 

the focus of leadership education was emphasized in educating undergraduate agricultural 

students (Velez et al., 2014). As of 2017, 26 land-grant institutions housed agricultural 

leadership education programs and 10 offered agricultural leadership as an undergraduate 

major (Alexander et al., 2017). The development of the undergraduate agricultural 

leadership degree allows students to gain a broad knowledge of agricultural sciences and 

develop leadership skills and techniques (Pennington & Weeks, 2006). At many 

universities, agricultural leadership education programs replaced general agriculture 

degrees because of their appeal to those students unsure of their degree path (Alexander 

et al., 2017).   

Coursework in agricultural leadership differs from that of leadership education 

because it teaches the foundations of leadership contextually in agricultural sciences 

(Weeks & Weeks, 2020). Institutions now offer up to 24 courses focusing on leadership 

within the context of agriculture at an individual program level, with 227 leadership 

courses offered nationwide (Cletzer, 2020). Agricultural leadership courses fit into three 

main categories: (a) individual-level focus; (b) organizational-level focus; and, (c) 

societal-level focus (Cletzer). In these courses, students develop their leadership capacity 
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while expanding their own world and experiences (Velez et al., 2014). Not only do 

agricultural leadership education programs provide leadership knowledge, but also a 

broad introduction to agricultural sciences by focusing in areas of students’ interests 

(Pennington & Weeks, 2006).  

Students with an agricultural leadership degree are competitive in the professional 

world based on their training (Moore et al., 2013).  Agricultural leadership allows 

students to develop communication skills while learning to be a diverse, flexible leader in 

all situations (Moore et al.) Agricultural leadership expands and challenges students’ 

knowledge by offering a wide variety of subjects. Students believe it is a hands-on major 

which allows for simple transfer of knowledge from classroom to real-world (Moore et 

al.). Students who graduate with an agricultural leadership degree choose a wide variety 

of careers, but are well prepared in many areas including facilitation, motivation, and 

self-confidence (Moore et al.).   

Choosing a Major 

Students believe leadership is important (Schumacher & Swan, 1993), possibly 

causing them to major in a leadership education program; however, a variety of factors 

go into selecting majors. While studying the psychological process students use to choose 

their major, Beggs et al. (2008) determined six factors students consider. The first factor 

was named information search. Traditionally, students relied on personal sources of 

information like direct or indirect recommendations from people around them. Career 

planning tools, like career assessment tests, served as another form of information search. 

Match with interests was the second determining factor, highlighting, reputation of the 
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major and likely job prospects. Students match their major to those things they are 

interested in. The characteristics of the job post education became the third determining 

factor. Availability, flexibility, and security of jobs were key influences for selecting a 

major and career path. Financial considerations were determined as the fourth factor and 

focused on functional outcomes associated with a major and career path. Financial 

security was often noted as an important characteristic when choosing a major. Some 

students choose a major based on the future psychological and perceived social benefits. 

The fifth factor focused mainly on the possibility of positive emotions gained from the 

support of others and benefits within a major and subsequent career path. The final factor, 

with little emphasis given by participants, was determined by students’ opinion on the 

reputation of the program, faculty connection, and coursework offered in a degree 

program. Match with interests was the most important factor for students and information 

search was the least important factor when selecting a major (Beggs et al.).   

Many factors contribute to students’ college major decision-making process 

which can be challenging and demanding (Galotti, 1999). Finding information about 

possible colleges and majors serves as the first challenge. Research suggests students 

may not explore many alternatives before choosing a major (Germeijis et al., 2012). 

Those students who do explore their options often find the most information about a 

major during a college campus visit (Herren et al., 2011). However, students may also 

learn about majors offered from professors, information on the college website, and 

printed sources distributed by a university (Herren et al.). Galotti (1999) found 26 

categories of factors were found to influence major choice including interest, ability, 

values, curriculum requirements, departmental reputation, and advice from parents.  
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Students note opportunities after graduation were the most influential 

characteristic when choosing an institution and major (Herren et al., 2011). Other noted 

influences to major choice included academic reputation, quality of facilities, 

environment within the campus, and available scholarships (Herren et al.). Parents and 

guardians serve as the most influential individuals for students when selecting a college 

and major (Herren et al.). Discussion with other students and instructors are other 

possible factors affecting student major decisions (Malgwi et al., 2005). When choosing a 

degree program, career opportunities after graduation were the most influential 

characteristic (Herren et al., 2011). Quality of facilities, coursework quality, and faculty 

were other important influential characteristics (Herren et al.). For those students 

choosing a major in agriculture, prior experience and relatives involved in the industry 

have served as influencers (Wildman & Torres, 2001). 

Conceptual Framework 

Decision-making style (Scott & Bruce, 1995) was used as the conceptual 

framework for this study. Decision-making style operationalizes the “learned, habitual 

response pattern” (Scott & Bruce, 1995, p. 820) a person exhibits when making a choice. 

Although decision making is habit-based, it can change based on the situation. Scott and 

Bruce (1995) developed the General Decision Making Style (GDMS) instrument to 

assess decision-making. Four decision-making styles were initially recognized in 

behavioral terms (i.e., rational, intuitive, dependent, and avoidant) from previous 

literature (Scott & Bruce,1995; Thunholm, 2004). As a result of instrument validation 

across four sample populations, a fifth decision-making style, spontaneous, was added to 
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the framework (Scott & Bruce, 1995). The instrument has been used to research college 

major choice (Galotti et al., 2006), establishing relevancy for use in this study.  

A rational style is characterized by logical evaluation and a comprehensive search 

of alternatives. When students rely on feelings and hunches instead of a systematic search 

for information an intuitive style is used. A dependent style is illustrated by a search for 

guidance and direction from others. To avoid decision making an avoidant style is used.  

Spontaneous styles are depicted by a desire to complete the decision-making process as 

quickly as possible and a feeling of immediacy (Scott & Bruce, 1995; Thunholm, 2004).   
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CHAPTER III 
 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore the opinions of undergraduate students 

enrolled in an agricultural leadership education program. This chapter explains the 

rationale for using Q methodology for the purpose of this study. Sections following 

describe the issues of validity and reliability in the methodology, the university context of 

the study, the intended participants, the instrument development processes, data 

collection procedures, and data analysis.  

Rationale for Q Methodology 

Q methodology is used in research as it allows for a subjective and holistic view 

of viewpoints on any topic of study. For this study, a better understanding of the varying 

student perceptions of their undergraduate agricultural leadership education program was 

of interest. Q methodology works to reveal individuals’ diverse and distinctive 

viewpoints instead of displaying only one specific perspective of a group of individuals 

(Brown, 1980). The methodology provides a unique way to explore perceptions of 

decision making “from the vantage point of self-reference” (McKeown & Thomas, 2013,  
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 p. 1). Q methodology bridges the strengths of quantitative and qualitative research 

traditions (Brown, 1996) to generate a holistic understanding of what students perceive 

about agricultural leadership education in their undergraduate program. Due to the 

inherent ability to reveal subjectivity during participation (Brown, 1980), Q methodology 

was determined as an appropriate research approach for this study. This methodology has 

been recommended for use in further research for studies of perspectives in leadership 

(Woods, 2011), to understand leadership development (Militello & Benham, 2010), and 

to evaluate leadership (Owusu-Bempah, 2014). The use of Q methodology is 

recommended for research of diverse perspectives of agricultural issues and topics 

(Leggette & Redwine, 2016).  

A five-step research procedure is followed in Q methodology (McKeown & 

Thomas, 2013): (a) the concourse and Q set are developed; (b) participants in the 

research are determined; (c) data is collected by participants sorting the Q set; (d) the data 

is analyzed; and, (e) the data is interpreted. The Q set was determined by sampling a 

concourse of opinions created surrounding the phenomenon being studied and the 

research question of this study (Watts & Stenner, 2012). The participants, or P set, ranked 

Q set statements based on their own personal understanding and feelings, with no input 

from the researcher (Brown, 1980). Data analysis was completed with PQMethod 

developed by Schmolck (2014) and interpretation was completed with the analyzed data 

and other collected information.  
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Validity and Reliability  

 The results of a Q study represent only the opinions held by participants at the 

time of data collection (McKeown & Thomas, 2013). The concepts of validity and 

reliability vary greatly between R methodologies and Q methodology, in that data 

analysis is not equivalent (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Brown (1980) stated, “There is no 

outside criterion for a person's own point of view” (p. 4), arguing validity has little 

relevancy to Q methodology. Validity can be achieved by using a consistent condition of 

instruction for all participants (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Reliability is found within the 

participant’s viewpoint, instead of in the Q study itself (Watts & Stenner, 2012).   

Context of the Study 

Three universities with agricultural leadership education programs were used in 

the study. Oklahoma State University was the first land-grant university to officially offer 

agricultural leadership as an undergraduate major in 2005 (Pennington & Weeks, 2006). 

At the time of data collection, there were 67 students enrolled in the undergraduate 

program (Institutional Research and Analytics, 2022). Oklahoma State University is 

unique in offering the opportunity to complete the last 60 credit hours of the degree 

program online through a degree completion program in agricultural leadership (L. Cline, 

personal communication, February 1, 2022). These students graduate with the same 

bachelor of science degree as students on campus but complete their work remotely. 

Thirteen agricultural leadership courses are taught at Oklahoma State University in both 

online and face-to-face formats (Undergraduate Academics, 2022). All agricultural 

leadership undergraduate students complete 120 credit hours of course work, with 28 
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credit hours focusing in leadership, 21 credit hours in technical agricultural sciences, and 

the remaining credit hour requirements filled by general education courses and electives 

(Undergraduate Academics). In Spring 2022, one full-time faculty member taught 

agricultural leadership courses (Undergraduate Academics).  

Texas A&M University began offering agricultural leadership and development 

as an undergraduate major in 2008 (S. Odom, personal communication, February 1, 

2022). Odom noted 256 students who are currently enrolled in the undergraduate 

program complete 120 credit hours of course work. Twenty-nine credit hours are 

leadership-focused and 27 are focused in technical agricultural sciences (Department of 

Agricultural Leadership, Education and Communications, 2022). Nine faculty work in 

the agricultural leadership program, some serving for both agricultural leadership and 

other majors within the department (Department of Agricultural Leadership, Education 

and Communications).  

Fifty-eight undergraduate students are enrolled in the agricultural leadership 

concentration at the University of Arkansas (J. Rucker, personal communication, 

February 1, 2022). Students in this program graduate with a bachelor of science degree in 

agricultural education, communications, and technology with a concentration in 

agricultural leadership (Agricultural Education, Communications, and Technology, 

2022). Two faculty work to teach six courses in agricultural leadership (Agricultural 

Education, Communications, and Technology). Similar to the other universities in this 

study, students in the program complete 120 credit hours of coursework, with 24 

leadership-concentration hours and 27 technical agricultural science credit hours 

(Agricultural Education, Communications, and Technology).  
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Participants 

The P set, or participants, for this study were recruited to provide an 

understanding of the student perceptions in the undergraduate agricultural leadership 

education programs. According to McKeown and Thomas (2013) participants with 

varying experiences and perspectives related to the study concourse should be selected. 

To ensure diversity in the P set, attention was paid to participant gender, student 

classification, and university. It is recommended at least half as many as the Q set 

statements should make up the number of participants, in this case roughly 20 (Watts & 

Stenner, 2012). All participants were currently enrolled in undergraduate agricultural 

leadership education programs at three universities: (a) Oklahoma State University; (b) 

Texas A&M University; and, (c) University of Arkansas. The procedures and statements 

for this study were approved by the Oklahoma State University Institutional Review 

Board on November 21, 2021 (Appendix A).  

Instrument Development 

 The research instrument in Q methodology is the Q sort activity (Brown, 1996). 

During the Q sort, the Q set, or a series of opinion statements, are rank-ordered according 

to those most like the participant’s opinion (Brown, 1996). During the first step of Q 

methodology, a concourse was created (McKeown & Thomas, 2013). From this 

concourse, the Q set was sampled.  

Development of Concourse  

Q items used in this study are in the form of statements, and aim to provide a 

balanced coverage of the research area (Watts & Stenner, 2012). A thorough listing of all 
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possible opinions related to the study is known as a concourse (Stephenson, 1986). The 

concourse for this study was assembled from literature on agricultural leadership and 

student perceptions, observations within the agricultural leadership program, and 

informal conversations with faculty and students involved in the program, which ended in 

167 statements.  

Q Set  

The conceptual framework of decision-making styles (Scott & Bruce, 1995) 

provided the constructs in which 167 opinionated statements were organized. Through 

the principle of homogeneity (Brown, 1980), statements were grouped into categories 

based on the five decision-making styles outlined within the General Decision Making 

Style instrument (Scott & Bruce, 1995). Each statement from the concourse was 

categorized into one of the five decision-making styles: (a) rational; (b) intuitive; (c) 

dependent; (d) avoidant; and (e) spontaneous. For example, “Agricultural leadership 

classes are an easy A,” was categorized as a rational statement. This statement describes 

an action that would be taken with rationalism in mind, thus determining its category. “I 

had to stick with this degree choice to graduate on time,” was categorized as an avoidant 

statement as the decision-maker likely decides to stay in the degree to avoid adding 

semesters onto their college career. A sample of categorized statements is found in Table 

1.  

Once the concourse was grouped into five categories, the principle of 

heterogeneity (Brown, 1980) was employed. Statements in each category were refined to 

include only those with the greatest differences. Watts and Stenner (2012) note 40-60 Q 
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items sampled from the concourse are adequate for a Q set to cover a topic in which 

respondents exhibit strong feelings or knowledge. Thirty-seven statements ensure 

coverage of opinions found within the concourse but eliminates repetition. Graduate 

students within an agricultural leadership program sorted the initial Q set to ensure 

readability. A final Q set of 37 statements was used in this study (Appendix B).   

Table 1  

Sample Q Statements Categorized by Decision-making Style (Scott & Bruce, 1995)  

Rational  Agricultural leadership classes are an easy A. 

 It is well known that companies actively seek out agricultural 

leadership graduates. 

Intuitive  This major has more of an impact on the agriculture industry than 

others. 

 The things taught in agricultural leadership are just common sense.  

Dependent  This degree reflects my personal values.  

 Because I had leadership experience, I knew I could be successful in 

this degree.  

Avoidant  I just want my degree to be agriculture related, I don't care what it is. 

 I had to stick with this degree choice to graduate on time. 

Spontaneous Leadership is learned on the job, not in a classroom. 

 

Condition of Instruction  

 A condition of instruction is a question which guides participants in thinking 

about sorting the Q set (McKeown & Thomas, 2013) and ensures all participants consider 

statements the same way (Brown, 1980). The condition of instruction for this study is, 

“What are your thoughts about your major?” Statements were rank ordered by 

participants from “Most Like Me” to “Most Unlike Me” while using the condition of 

instruction.  
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Development of Form Board  

 A form board was created based on the number of statements to be sorted in the Q 

set. A pyramid-shape creates a forced normal distribution of statements and allows for the 

best application of the Q sorting technique (Brown, 1980). The form board guided 

participants to place the strongest priority statements on the outer sides of the board and 

work inward with lower-priority statements. For this study, a form board was developed 

with 11 columns labeled from -5 to +5, allowing placement for each of the 37 statements. 

Figure 1 shows a blank form board, each square serves as a place for participants to 

organize their statements.  

Figure 1  

Form Board  

           

           

           

           

           

-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Most UNLIKE Me         Most LIKE Me  

Demographic Questionnaire  

 To collect additional information about the participants, a demographic 

questionnaire was created (Appendix C). Once the sorting process concluded, participants 

completed questions related to gender, year in school, and agricultural background. 
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Participants were asked when they began agricultural leadership course work, if they had 

ever changed their collegiate major, and what job they hope to pursue in the future. Any 

other comments the participant had regarding the statements included in the sort could be 

left at the end of the demographic questionnaire.  

Data Collection and Procedures 

This section describes how data were collected. Materials were created and 

procedures were determined. The procedures for collecting data were taken from the 

suggested procedures by Watts and Stenner (2012).   

Materials  

Participant packets were assembled, placed in an envelope, and included the 

following: (a) a printed form board (Figure 1) with the demographic questionnaire 

(Appendix C) printed on the back; (b) the participant information form; and, (c) one 

envelope with 37 statement cards. Each participant received a packet before consenting 

by beginning the sorting process and completing the demographic questionnaire.  

Q Sorting   

After participants received the materials they were asked to review the participant 

information form which explained the study and consent process.  Once consent was 

received, participants were given detailed instructions by the researcher, adapted from 

those instructions recommended by Watts and Stenner (2012). To begin the Q sort, 

participants first sorted the Q set by organizing 37 statements into three piles. Participants 

were instructed to organize statements based on the condition of instruction, “What are 
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your thoughts about your major?” Three piles were created based on those statements: 1) 

most like them; 2) most unlike them; and, 3) that they felt indifferent about, with no 

limits of on the number of items in each pile (Watts & Stenner, 2012).  

Once three piles were created, participants were asked to sort the statements onto 

the form board by finding the two statements absolutely most like them and absolutely 

most unlike them. Participants continued to arrange the statements into the 11 columns on 

the form board. Rank ordering was important as it forced participants to compare each of 

the statements in terms of how they correspond to their personal opinions (McKeown & 

Thomas, 2013).  

Once the sorting was complete, the participant had the opportunity to rearrange 

statements as needed. The Q sort was then recorded by writing the statement number into 

the square on the form board where the statement card was placed. Participants were then 

asked to complete the demographic survey. Watts and Stenner (2012) stress the 

importance of gathering all information likely to influence a participants’ viewpoint. 

Due to time constraints and travel limitations, two sorts were completed via 

Zoom. Students received the participant packet of materials from the researcher while 

visiting their university. Zoom meetings were then scheduled to facilitate the Q sort. 

Facilitating sorting via Zoom remained the same as in person. The participant used the 

same materials and procedures as in-person sorters. Once they had placed all statements, 

the participant read statement numbers and demographic question answers to the 

researcher, which was then recorded.  
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Data Analysis 

All completed sorts, 28 for this study, were analyzed using PQMethod, a software 

program specifically for Q method analysis (Schmolck, 2014). The program created a 

correlation matrix to demonstrate the correlation of all sorts. Factor analysis was then 

conducted by using principal components analysis and varimax rotation. Standard scores 

for each statement within each factor were calculated to result in the factor array of 

statements. After the process of data analysis, interpretation began. To help interpret the 

statistically analyzed data, demographic question answers, and post sort interviews were 

used.  

 Once data analysis was complete, exemplar participants were contacted for a post-

sort, post-analysis interview as recommended in the procedures of McKeown and 

Thomas (2013). Exemplar participants are those who loaded the highest and purest on 

their respective factor (Brown, 1980). Purest meaning that sorts do not show significant 

association with any other factor (Brown, 1980). Four participants were selected as 

exemplar sorters. These participants had provided voluntary contact information during 

the initial sort and were available for interviews.  
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CHAPTER IV 
 

 

FINDINGS 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore the opinions of undergraduate students 

enrolled in an agricultural leadership education program. This chapter explains the 

findings of the research study, focusing on participant demographics and factor array 

interpretations.  

Participants 

Twenty-eight participants performed sorts for this study. Recruitment was 

completed by the researcher through personal contacts and class presentations. All sorts 

were completed by the researcher with most sorts taking place in person. Two sorts were 

conducted via Zoom due to scheduling conflicts.  

In this study, 28 participants completed a demographic questionnaire. From the 

demographics collected, all participants were currently enrolled in agricultural leadership 

undergraduate coursework and ranged in age from 18 to 26 years old. Seventeen 

participants identified as female and 11 as male. Among the participants, two were 

freshmen, five were sophomores, ten were juniors, nine were seniors, and two were in 

undergraduate courses for five or more years. Ten of the participants started 
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undergraduate coursework in agricultural leadership and 18 participants began in another 

discipline but changed their major to agricultural leadership. A majority of participants 

were members of agricultural leadership youth organizations prior to college. Fifteen 

were members of 4-H and 17 participants were members of the National FFA 

Organization. Nine participants were involved in more than one organization. Three 

participants were not involved in leadership development organizations prior to college.  

Data Analysis Results 

 The 28 completed sorts were entered into Peter Schmolk’s (2014) PQMethod, a Q 

methodology software to analyze Q data. The software first correlated all sorts. The 

results of the matrix were examined to determine a cursory understanding of relationships 

between sorters. Principal components analysis was then used to extract six initial best-fit 

factors. Varimax rotation was used to find the best solution among the sorts. After a 

three-factor solution was reviewed, a large number of confounding sorts led the 

researcher to try a two-factor solution.  

Judgmental rotation was not as effective as using varimax rotation with the 

significance level slightly raised to identify defining sorts that would best represent each 

factor. The significance level was calculated using the formula (1/√n) * 2.58, where n 

represents the number of statements in the Q set (Brown, 1980). The level of significance 

for this study was found to be 0.42, but was raised to 0.43. The significance was raised to 

provide the most distinction between the factors or viewpoints (Brown, 1980). The 

significance level identifies those sorters that defined the factor by loading at 0.43 or 

higher (Brown, 1980).  
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Both the two- and three-factor solutions were reviewed. Analysis of the number 

of defining sorts, correlation of factor scores, variance, and initial interpretation of factor 

solutions led a two-factor solution. The two-factor solution was chosen for full 

interpretation due to the greater significance between the two perspectives rather than the 

highly-correlated factor scores found in the three-factor solution. Rotation of the 28 sorts 

resulted in 23 significant factor loadings. For the five remaining sorts, three were 

confounded and two were found to be nonsignificant on either factor. Confounded sorts 

achieve significance on more than one factor (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Table 2 lists the 

participants’ loading on each factor. Bold represents a defining sort for that factor and * 

represents an exemplar sort.  

Table 2  

Factor Matrix Showing Defining Sorts  

Q Sort Descriptors Factor A Factor B 

17 20, Female 0.92* 0.03 

19 21, Female 0.87* 0.15 

22 19, Female 0.85 0.17 

8 20, Male 0.82 0.30 

18 19, Female 0.82* -0.004 

11 21, Female 0.78 0.27 

20 19, Female 0.74 0.25 

3 21, Male 0.73 0.24 

5 20, Male 0.73 0.12 

24 20, Female 0.70 0.22 

1 19, Female 0.69 0.11 
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Q Sort Descriptors Factor A Factor B 

16 21, Female 0.66 0.35 

4 22, Male 0.65 -0.13 

6 19, Female 0.57 0.42 

27 18, Female 0.51 0.39 

12 24, Male 0.50 0.23 

10 23, Male 0.14 0.70* 

9 21, Male 0.07 0.62 

21 24, Male 0.23 0.59 

25 21, Male 0.38 0.54 

15 26, Female 0.34 0.49 

13 22, Female 0.07 0.44 

2 22, Male -0.17 0.43 

7 20, Female 0.66 0.51 

14 23, Female 0.52 0.55 

26 21, Female 0.60 0.50 

23 21, Male 0.03 0.36 

28 20, Female 0.36 0.37 

Note. Bold represents a defining sort. * represents an exemplar sort of students interviewed. 

 

The final analysis procedure was to calculate standard scores for each statement in 

each factor to provide the foundational data to be interpreted.  These scores were used to 

order the statements in descending order and placed on a form board providing the array 

for understanding the student perspective. Post-analysis interviews of exemplars, 

demographic differences, distinguishing and consensus statements, and field notes were 

used to interpret each of the factor arrays.   
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Interpretations of Arrays  

This study explored nuances between two perspectives of current undergraduate 

students in agricultural leadership. The condition of instruction used in this study was 

“What are your thoughts about your major?” A combination of the factor solutions, 

demographics, and post-sort interviews were used to interpret the findings. The two 

perspectives were named I Can Go Anywhere With This Degree and Wherever I Go, I 

Will Take This Degree With Me. Themes were highlighted to represent the feelings of 

current agricultural leadership undergraduate students.  

Factor Array 1: “I Can Go Anywhere With This Degree.”  

The first perspective was defined by 16 sorts and named “I Can Go Anywhere 

With This Degree”, and will be referred to as the I Can perspective. In this perspective, 

demographics revealed 11 sorters identified as female and five sorters identified as male. 

Sorters’ student classifications were: two freshmen, three sophomores, eight juniors, and 

three seniors. Eight sorters in this perspective changed their major to agricultural 

leadership from something else during their college career and eight sorters were in the 

agricultural leadership major since the start of their collegiate coursework.  

Demographic questioning included the sorters’ experience in leadership and 

agriculture prior to college and during college (Figure 2). Compared to the other 

perspective, I Can sorters had more leadership and agricultural experience.   
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Figure 2  

I Can Perspective’s Experience in Leadership and Agriculture  

 

  

 

 

Conceptual themes were identified using this factor array to better define the 

opinions in this perspective. The predominate opinions found in this perspective include 

(a) appreciative of major; (b) personal development; (c) flexibility; (d) job characteristics; 

and, (e) understanding of the degree. These thematic concepts are described below. The 

“Most Like” and “Most Unlike” statements for this perspective are listed in Table 3.  
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Table 3  

I Can’s Most Like and Most Unlike Statements  

No. Statement 
Array 

Position 

               Most Like Statements 

23 This degree best aligns with my long-term goals. +5 

28 This degree reflects my personal values. +5 

4 There is a critical need for strong leaders in the agriculture 

industry now, more than ever before. 

+4 

12 This degree helps me identify strengths I had no idea that I 

had. 

+4 

19 Because I had leadership experience, I knew I could be 

successful in agricultural leadership. 

+4 

               Most Unlike Statements 

18 Agricultural leadership majors are power hungry. -4 

20 Agricultural leadership was the last degree I pictured myself 

in. 

-4 

32 In my department, agricultural leadership is the least 

important program. 

-4 

29 I had to stick with this degree choice to graduate on time. -5 

31 This degree promotes a liberal agenda. -5 

Note. Distinguishing statements are bolded.  

 

Appreciative of Major  

 This perspective is grateful to be a part of the degree program. Sorters agree this 

degree is fit for them and their long term goals. For sorters in the I Can perspective the 

values of the degree program match the values they hold themselves. For half of the I 

Can sorters this was their first degree choice, and appreciate how well the major fits their 

interests. The other half of the I Can sorters are also appreciative of how well the major 

fits their interests and are happy they ended up in this degree program. Sorter 18 stated, “I 

am so happy I found this major.” This perspective also agrees agricultural leadership is 



39 
 

undervalued within the college. Statements in support of this theme are listed below; 

those considered distinguishing for this array are listed in bold:  

No.  Statement  Array 

Position  

23 This degree best aligns with my long term goals. +5 

28 This degree reflects my personal values. +5 

12 This degree helps me identify strengths I had no idea that I had. +4 

33 Agricultural leadership is undervalued in the college. +2 

35 I needed an agriculture degree with the least amount of science and 

math. 

-1 

30 I just want my degree to be agriculture related, I don't care what it is. -2 

20 Agricultural leadership was the last degree I pictured myself in. -4 

29 I had to stick with this degree choice to graduate on time. -5 

 

Personal Development  

 Personal development is a direct benefit of the degree as it offers an opportunity 

to develop leadership skills applicable to all situations. In a post sort interview, Sorter 18 

said, “Personal development is crucial to leadership and I am happy I get the chance to 

work on that piece before going into the work force.” Personal development offered 

within the degree allows students to be prepared for many jobs in any industry and 

situation. Sorter 19 stated, “Personal development allows for the degree to be applicable 

in many aspects.” This perspective agrees agricultural leadership allows for both 

professional and personal development. Sorter 17 shared, “I enjoy the fact that we get to 

develop as a person and not just as a leader.”  Sorters in this perspective agree this degree 

provides the opportunity to learn about themselves as they prepare to lead others. 

Statements in support of this theme are listed below; bolded statements identify those 

distinguishing for this array:  
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No.  Statement  Array 

Position  

12 This degree helps me identify strengths I had no idea that I had. +4 

2 My major is equal parts professional development and personal 

development. 

+3 

10 I like that I am able to tailor my degree plan to my interests. +3 

3 This degree prepares me to be a leader in any situation. +2 

 

Flexibility  

 Sorters within the I Can perspective agree agricultural leadership is flexible to 

their needs. Agricultural leadership allows for students to work toward long term goals 

while tailoring courses to specific interests. This degree allows students to take courses in 

many agricultural departments. Students are able to take courses in those areas of 

agriculture that interest them, such as horticulture or animal science. In a post sort 

interview, Sorter 17 said, “I appreciate how my electives allow for a broad knowledge of 

agriculture and allow me to develop new interests in agriculture that I didn’t have 

before.” Sorters within this perspective also agree career flexibility is a benefit of this 

degree. Sorter 19 stated, 

“I changed into agricultural leadership from a very specific major, where I would 

have one job for the rest of my life. I appreciate that this major allows me to do 

whatever I want really. I know that I can choose a career that I will be happy with 

and can change it to something else if needed.”  

Agricultural leadership allows students to continue to develop passions in 

agriculture while learning to become a leader in any situation. Statements in support of 

this theme are listed below; those considered distinguishing for this array are listed in 

bold:  
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No.  Statement  Array 

Position  

23 This degree best aligns with my long term goals. +5 

10 I like that I am able to tailor my degree plan to my interests. +3 

3 This degree prepares me to be a leader in any situation. +2 

7 Alumni with this degree have a flexible work schedule. +1 

25 I am disappointed that courses in this degree barely focus on 

agriculture. 

-3 

 

Job Characteristics: Appealing 

  I Can sorters find the potential job characteristics from this degree appealing. 

Sorters within this perspective are not concerned about finding a well-paying job from 

this degree. They also agree they will have a flexible work schedule and will be prepared 

to take any job they want post-graduation. Statements in support of this theme are listed 

below; those considered distinguishing for this array are listed in bold:  

No.  Statement  Array 

Position  

5 Graduates of this program can get any job they want. +1 

7 Alumni with this degree have a flexible work schedule. +1 

6 It is well known that companies actively seek out agricultural 

leadership graduates. 

0 

9 I worry about finding a well-paying job with this degree. -3 

 

Understanding of Degree 

 Within this perspective, sorters find themselves explaining what the major is to 

people around them. Sorters from the I Can perspective do not mind explaining the 

degree to others and try to promote it as much as possible. In a post sort interview, Sorter 

17 said, “It does not bother me to explain what the degree is. It brings me joy to share 

about agricultural leadership because I love it so much.”  This perspective agrees 

relationships are important and often describes the degree to others. Sorter 18 stated, “I 

don’t see a lot of negative misconceptions about the degree but a lot of people do not 
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fully understand.” Sorters within this perspective have people around them that 

understand agricultural leadership. For example, Sorter 19 said, “A lot of my family and 

friends are very familiar with the degree and some even were agricultural leadership 

majors previously.” Having people around them, possibly their mentors, who understand 

the degree, alleviates the stress of continually explaining it to others.  Sorters in this 

perspective do not agree the degree is simply common sense and work to promote the 

degree by describing it to others. Statements in support of this theme are listed below; 

those considered distinguishing for this array are listed in bold: 

No.  Statement  Array 

Position  

17 Relationships are key in the agricultural leadership degree. +3 

16 A mentor of mine influenced my decision in majoring in 

agricultural leadership. 

+2 

27 The things taught in agricultural leadership are just common sense. -2 

26 I am tired of describing my degree to people. -3 

 

Factor Array 2: “Wherever I Go, I Will Take This Degree With Me.” 

 The second perspective was named “Wherever I Go, I Will Take This Degree 

With Me” and was defined by seven sorters. This perspective will be referred to as the I 

Will perspective. Two sorters in this perspective identified as female and five as male. 

The I Will sorters included the following student classifications: one sophomore, one 

junior, three seniors, and two with five or more years of coursework. All seven sorters in 

this perspective changed their major to agricultural leadership during their college years. 

The sorters’ leadership and agricultural experience from demographic questioning can be 

found in Figure 3.  
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Figure 3 

I Will Perspective’s Experience in Leadership and Agriculture  

 

When the factor array was reviewed several conceptual themes arose and were 

identified. The opinions found in this array have been summarized as themes including 

(a) transferability; (b) lack of recognition; (c) job characteristics; (d) relationship 

orientation; and, (e) personal growth. These thematic concepts are described below. The I 

Will perspective’s “Most Like” and “Most Unlike” statements can be found in Table 4.  
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Table 4  

I Will’s Most Like and Most Unlike Statements  

No. Statement 
Array 

Position 

               Most Like Statements 

15 I am more than a number in this program, faculty actually know 

my name. 

+5 

26 I am tired of describing my degree to people. +5 

2 My major is equal parts professional development and personal 

development. 

+4 

4 There is a critical need for strong leaders in the agriculture 

industry now, more than ever before. 

+4 

20 Agricultural leadership was the last degree I pictured myself in. +4 

               Most Unlike Statements 

1 My major has made me better with people, but that’s about it. -4 

6 It is well known that companies actively seek out agricultural 

leadership graduates. 

-4 

30 I just want my degree to be agriculture related, I don't care what it 

is. 

-4 

18 Agricultural leadership majors are power hungry. -5 

31 This degree promotes a liberal agenda. -5 

 

Transferability 

 Sorters within this perspective see the degree as transferrable to other disciplines. 

They agree they can take the degree with them wherever they go and become successful. 

Agricultural leadership teaches many foundational skills to challenge student thinking 

and traditional agriculture. Sorter 10 stated, “If not majoring in it, I think other people 

should take classes in the major to become more aware of leadership. Because, they will 

likely serve as a leader at some point and time.” The I Will perspective does not see this 

degree as best aligning with their long term goals or having more of an impact than other 

degrees, meaning they may not want to work solely in agricultural leadership post-

graduation. Sorter 10 stated, “I do not think you have to work in traditional agriculture to 
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major in this degree.” When asked in demographic questioning what jobs they hope to 

pursue, two sorters responded with jobs outside of the agricultural industry (i.e., general 

education and the legal field). Other sorters hope to stay in the agricultural industry but 

not necessarily in leadership. The remaining three sorters in this perspective were unsure 

of their future career. I Will sorters agree this degree sets them up to be a leader in any 

situation and allows them to take this degree to whatever career they may result.  

Statements in support of this theme are listed below: 

No.  Statement  Array 

Position  

3 This degree prepares me to be a leader in any situation. +3 

24 This major challenges traditional agriculture ideas. +2 

13 Agricultural leadership challenges my beliefs and what I think I know. +1 

21 This major has more of an impact on the agriculture industry than 

others. 

-1 

23 This degree best aligns with my long term goals. -1 

35 I needed an agriculture degree with the least amount of science and 

math. 

-2 

25 I am disappointed that courses in this degree barely focus on 

agriculture. 

-3 

30 I just want my degree to be agriculture related, I don't care what it is. -4 

 

Job Characteristics: Uncertainty   

 Job characteristics arose as a theme in this perspective. Sorters within the I Will 

perspective worry about their future career and career aspects. They are not sure they can 

get any job they want with this degree nor if they will have a flexible work schedule. This 

perspective does worry about finding a well-paying job post-graduation. They also agree 

companies do not actively seek out agricultural leadership students for job positions. 

Statements in support of this theme are listed below: 
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No.  Statement  Array 

Position  

9 I worry about finding a well-paying job with this degree. +1 

5 Graduates of this program can get any job they want. -1 

7 Alumni with this degree have a flexible work schedule. -1 

6 It is well known that companies actively seek out agricultural 

leadership graduates. 

-4 

 

Lack of Recognition  

 I Will sorters wish the agricultural leadership degree was more widely understood 

and recognized. Their worry about job characteristics also plays a factor within this 

theme. Sorters agree companies do not seek out agricultural leadership students. This 

could be because companies do not fully understand the degree and its attributes. Sorters 

within this perspective see a need for agricultural leaders in the industry, but agree others 

may not. Sorters in the I Will perspective think this degree is undervalued in the college. 

Sorters within this perspective are also extremely tired of describing their degree to 

others. In a post sort interview, Sorter 10 stated, 

“Definitely, no one understands what agricultural leadership is. I got so tired of 

describing my degree that I have stopped fully describing it. For most people, I 

just say that I am majoring in agriculture and that is a good enough answer for 

them. I wish that more people understood what the degree offers.”  

Statements in support of this theme are listed below: 

No.  Statement  Array 

Position  

26 I am tired of describing my degree to people. +5 

4 There is a critical need for strong leaders in the agriculture industry now, 

more than ever before. 

+4 

33 Agricultural leadership is undervalued in the college. +2 

5 Graduates of this program can get any job they want. -1 

6 It is well known that companies actively seek out agricultural leadership 

graduates. 

-4 
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Relationship Orientation  

 This perspective places value in relationships. In a post sort interview, Sorter 10 

mentioned, “I consider myself relationship oriented, mainly because I believe 

communication is important.” Within this major, students are able to develop 

relationships with other students, faculty members, and industry professionals. Things 

like communication and team work are often discussed in agricultural leadership 

coursework, which can be applied within any career. The statements supporting this 

theme are listed below:   

No.  Statement  Array 

Position  

15 I am more than a number in this program, faculty actually know my 

name. 

+5 

3 This degree prepares me to be a leader in any situation. +3 

17 Relationships are key in the agricultural leadership degree. +2 

 

Personal Growth  

 The final theme found in the I Will perspective is the benefit of personal growth. 

Sorters agree they have grown in many ways during their time within agricultural 

leadership. While the I Will perspective holds value in relationships, they believe they 

have developed in more skills than those. They agree agricultural leadership coursework 

is challenging and beneficial to them outside of classroom time. They appreciate the 

ability to focus on their interests through electives. The statements supporting this theme 

are listed below:   

  



48 
 

No.  Statement  Array 

Position  

2 My major is equal parts professional development and personal 

development. 

+4 

3 This degree prepares me to be a leader in any situation. +3 

10 I like that I am able to tailor my degree plan to my interests. +3 

28 This degree reflects my personal values. +3 

13 Agricultural leadership challenges my beliefs and what I think I know. +1 

8 Agricultural leadership classes are an easy A. -3 

1 My major has made me better with people, but that’s about it. -4 

 

Consensus Statements  

 Consensus items allow for emphasis on similarities between the two perspectives. 

Consensus statements are those statements with similar placements in both of the two 

perspectives (McKeown & Thomas, 2013). The array results for this study resulted in 18 

consensus statements. For these statements, a non-significant difference in the z-score 

will exist between the two arrays (Stricklin, 2005). Consensus statements allow for 

identifying those similarities between the two perspectives, but also highlights key 

differences by comparing how each perspective prioritized statements (McKeown & 

Thomas, 2013). Consensus statements and their array position for each perspective are 

found in Table 5.  
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Table 5  

Consensus Statements  

No. Statement 

I Can 

Array 

Position  

I Will 

Array 

Position 

4 There is a critical need for strong leaders in the agriculture 

industry now, more than ever before. 

+4 +4 

10 I like that I am able to tailor my degree plan to my interests. +3 +3 

17 Relationships are key in the agricultural leadership degree. +3 +2 

3 This degree prepares me to be a leader in any situation. +2 +3 

14 The agricultural leadership program has a great reputation. +2 +2 

33 Agricultural leadership is undervalued in the college. +1 +2 

13 Agricultural leadership challenges my beliefs and what I 

think I know. 

0 +1 

34 Leadership is learned on the job, not in a classroom. 0 0 

22 To succeed as an agricultural leadership student, it helps to 

have the maturity of a junior or senior. 

-1 0 

21 This major has more of an impact on the agriculture 

industry than others. 

+1 -1 

35 I needed an agriculture degree with the least amount of 

science and math. 

-1 -2 

8 Agricultural leadership classes are an easy A. -1 -3 

11 Agricultural leadership coursework is essentially the same 

class taught over and over. 

-2 -2 

27 The things taught in agricultural leadership are just common 

sense. 

-2 -2 

1 My major has made me better with people, but that’s about 

it. 

-2 -4 

30 I just want my degree to be agriculture related, I don't care 

what it is. 

-2 -4 

25 I am disappointed that courses in this degree barely focus on 

agriculture. 

-3 -3 

31 This degree promotes a liberal agenda. -5 -5 

  

Both perspectives of students find importance in statement 4, believing there is a 

critical need for leaders within the agricultural industry. This can explain in a way, why 

students have found themselves in this major. This degree helps fill the need for 

agricultural leaders. The two perspectives also reach consensus on statement 31. Neither 

of the perspectives agree this degree promotes a liberal agenda. Sorters also agree this 
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degree does a good job of balancing leadership and agricultural topics within their 

courses (statement 25). In a post sort interview, Sorter 19 stated, “I appreciate that 

leadership is applied directly to agriculture.” Sorters also agree each course provides 

something different (statement 11).  
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CHAPTER V 
 

 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore the opinions of undergraduate students 

enrolled in an agricultural leadership education program. This chapter summarizes the 

findings, provides discussion, and offers implications for practice and future research.  

Summary of the Findings  

 This study found two perspectives of undergraduate students enrolled in 

agricultural leadership education: I Can Go Anywhere With This Degree and I Will Take 

This Degree With Me, Wherever I Go. Both perspectives enjoy many attributes found 

within the major. Both perspectives highlight, the ability to tailor the degree to their 

interests. Students in agricultural leadership can choose electives, allowing them to 

increase their knowledge in topics of interest.  

The main difference between the two perspectives is how they plan to use the 

degree after graduation. The agricultural leadership degree sets up a career path for the I 

Can perspective. Participant demographics in this perspective reveal students plan to 

pursue jobs within the agricultural industry. They agree this degree matches their long-

term goals and values and allows them to have a job they enjoy. The I Will perspective 
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plans to take their degree with them wherever they end up. They may not work in the 

agricultural industry, but still believe they will be equipped to serve as a strong leader. 

This perspective is less focused on long-term goals and find this degree to be adaptable 

and transferrable. They are more concerned about finding a well-paying job after 

graduation, which could be due to the lack of recognition they believe the degree 

receives.  

Discussion  

All participants agree leadership development is important for their future careers, 

similar to the findings of Schumacher and Swan (1993). Participants agree there is a 

critical need for leaders within the workplace, across both perspectives.  

Findings of this study are consistent with those of Alexander et al. (2017) in 

determining that agricultural leadership education programs are suited for all students. 

The two perspectives in this study are similar to the categories described by Alexander et 

al. Agricultural leadership can appeal to those students who have a plan for their future 

careers and to those students that are unsure of their future careers. Agricultural 

leadership education programs are appealing to students from all disciplines which was 

discussed in this study and in the findings of Alexander et al. Agricultural leadership can 

appeal to a variety of students and allow all students to develop a broad skill set 

(Alexander et al.; Moore et al., 2013).   

Students in the I Can perspective find the aspect of personal development 

appealing, which is consistent with the findings of Moore et al. (2013) and Morgan et al. 

(2013). For example, students plan to use their degree both personally and professionally 
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(Moore et al., 2013). Agricultural leadership also allows students to develop 

understanding of their personal leadership strengths and how to apply them to the work 

place (Morgan et al., 2013). Similarly, all three studies noted agricultural leadership 

education challenges what students know and their traditional agricultural ideas. The 

personal development aspects of agricultural leadership curriculum, is transferrable 

among disciplines and students feel equipped to serve as a leader in any situation.  

Cletzer (2020) organized agricultural leadership courses into three main 

categories: (a) individual-level; (b) organizational-level; and, (c) societal-level. Students 

in the I Can perspective may gravitate toward classes in the individual-level category 

which often focus on personal leadership development. This perspective focuses on how 

they can improve themselves before serving as a leader. I Will students are more 

relationship focused and may enjoy courses with an organizational-level focus. Courses 

at the organizational-level work to develop team building skills, which is a priority of the 

I Will perspective.  

Previous research determined students need more leadership development and 

training than extracurricular activities can provide (Barrett, 1983). Students in the I Can 

perspective value the entirety of their leadership experiences, including those from high 

school, and stay involved in leadership organizations outside of the college classroom. 

These students value all experience as being valuable to their future careers. Students in 

the I Will perspective had less exposure to leadership development in the form of 

extracurricular activities but value the classroom as being a benefit to their leadership 

development. Barrett found that students can not solely rely on organizations for 
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leadership development. Courses in agricultural leadership create much better leaders, 

comparatively (Barrett).  

With a heavy influence from family involved in the agricultural industry, students 

in the I Can perspective align with Wildman and Torres (2001) work identifying family 

in the agricultural industry as a strong influence on a student’s decision to major in an 

agriculture-related discipline. Students in the I Will perspective have less influence from 

family. All students in this perspective changed their major into agricultural leadership 

from something else, indicating that they likely found this major once arriving to the 

campus.  

Match with interests has proven to be the most important factor for students when 

selecting a major (Beggs et al., 2008). Students in both perspectives agree the agricultural 

leadership degree allows them to apply their knowledge gained to the broader leadership 

and agricultural disciplines. Both perspectives found in this study, emphasized the 

flexibility of the agricultural leadership degree plans and ability to match topics to 

students’ interest, regardless of agricultural context. Students in agricultural leadership 

degree programs are able to challenge what they know and apply the skills to the real 

world, even if they select a career outside of agriculture (Moore et al., 2013). 

 Job characteristics prove to be another determining factor for students when 

selecting an undergraduate major (Beggs et al., 2008).  The I Can perspective agrees a 

degree in agricultural leadership can allow for a flexible work schedule and well-paying 

job. Students in the I Will perspective are more uncertain of the job characteristics they 

may have and tend to enjoy agricultural leadership because it is flexible to their needs.  
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Implications for Future Research  

Understanding student perceptions allows faculty and administration in 

agricultural leadership education programs to adjust curriculum. To better align 

coursework with industry needs, research could be conducted to analyze employer 

perceptions of agricultural leadership education program graduates. Participants in both 

perspectives agree agricultural leadership majors are not sought after by companies, 

studying employer perceptions can provide understanding regarding why current 

undergraduate students believe this.   

Research could also be done with alumni of agricultural leadership education 

programs to understand how they found their career path and which attributes of their 

degree program are most beneficial. Current undergraduate students have varying 

opinions when it comes to job characteristics. Studying alumni perceptions could 

determine if careers can meet the ideal job characteristics students have. This research 

could also assist in tailoring curriculum to better suit the work force agricultural 

leadership majors go into.  

In the I Will perspective, this study found several participants are not seeking 

careers within the agricultural industry. Another opportunity for research lies within 

understanding more about students currently enrolled in an agricultural leadership degree 

program with no plans to work in agriculture. Research could be done to determine what 

future plans these students may have and how their agricultural leadership major will 

allow them to be successful. Further, understanding why they have chosen to pursue 

other careers may be a topic of interest.  
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Implications for Practice  

 Findings from the study can allow for adjustments in recruitment of students to 

agricultural leadership education programs. Demographics reveal many students change 

their major to agricultural leadership from something else during their college career. 

This could be because students are unaware of the degree program until arriving on 

campus. Since the degree is relatively new, the degree often gets grouped with school-

based agricultural education recruitment. However, agricultural leadership has grown into 

its own discipline. Recruitment should be improved for both high school seniors and 

junior college sophomores, to better educate students on opportunities within the 

program. 

 Awareness of the degree could be improved. One way to increase awareness is by 

requiring students within the college of agriculture to take at least one agricultural 

leadership course focused on broad concepts transferable to any discipline. Coursework 

should be developed to ensure improvements in student leadership abilities and bring 

awareness to agricultural leadership degree attributes. If the required course is seen 

positively among students, an increase of enrollment and recognition may be seen for the 

agricultural leadership degree program.  
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APPENDIX B  

Q Set  

No. Statement I Can 

Array 

Position 

I Will 

Array 

Position 

1. My major has made me better with people, but that’s 

about it. 

-2 -4 

2. My major is equal parts professional development and 

personal development. 

3 4 

3. This degree prepares me to be a leader in any situation. 2 3 

4. There is a critical need for strong leaders in the 

agriculture industry now, more than ever before. 

4 4 

5. Graduates of this program can get any job they want. 2 -1 

6. It is well known that companies actively seek out 

agricultural leadership graduates. 

0 -4 

7. Alumni with this degree have a flexible work schedule. 1 -1 

8. Agricultural leadership classes are an easy A. -1 -3 

9. I worry about finding a well-paying job with this 

degree. 

-3 1 

10. I like that I am able to tailor my degree plan to my 

interests. 

3 3 

11. Agricultural leadership coursework is essentially the 

same class taught over and over. 

-2 -2 

12. This degree helps me identify strengths I had no idea 

that I had. 

4 0 

13. Agricultural leadership challenges my beliefs and what 

I think I know. 

0 1 

14. The agricultural leadership program has a great 

reputation. 

2 2 

15. I am more than a number in this program, faculty 

actually know my name. 

1 5 

16. A mentor of mine influenced my decision in majoring 

in agricultural leadership. 

2 1 

17. Relationships are key in the agricultural leadership 

degree. 

3 2 

18. Agricultural leadership majors are power hungry. -4 -5 

19. Because I had leadership experience, I knew I could be 

successful in agricultural leadership. 

4 1 

20. Agricultural leadership was the last degree I pictured 

myself in. 

-4 4 

21. This major has more of an impact on the agriculture 

industry than others. 

1 -1 

22. To succeed as an agricultural leadership student, it 

helps to have the maturity of a junior or senior. 

-1 0 
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23. This degree best aligns with my long term goals. 5 -1 

24. This major challenges traditional agriculture ideas. 0 2 

25. I am disappointed that courses in this degree barely 

focus on agriculture. 

-3 -3 

26. I am tired of describing my degree to people. -3 5 

27. The things taught in agricultural leadership are just 

common sense. 

-2 -2 

28. This degree reflects my personal values. 5 3 

29. I had to stick with this degree choice to graduate on 

time. 

-5 0 

30. I just want my degree to be agriculture related, I don't 

care what it is. 

-2 -4 

31. This degree promotes a liberal agenda. -5 -5 

32. In my department, agricultural leadership is the least 

important program. 

-4 0 

33. Agricultural leadership is undervalued in the college. 1 2 

34. Leadership is learned on the job, not in a classroom. 0 0 

35. I needed an agriculture degree with the least amount of 

science and math. 

-1 -2 

36. This degree prepares me to be a facilitator instead of a 

teacher. 

0 -2 

37. I watched my family serve as strong leaders in the 

agriculture industry and I want to do the same. 

-1 -3 
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APPENDIX C  

Demographic Questionnaire  

 

1. How old are you? _________years 

 

2. What is your current year in school?  

____ Freshman  

____ Sophomore  

____ Junior  

____ Senior  

____ 5+ years  

 

3. Which year in college did you begin agricultural leadership course work?  

 ____ Freshman  

 ____ Sophomore  

 ____ Junior  

 ____ Senior  

 ____ 5+ years  

 

4. Please check the item that best describes your ethnicity. Check all that apply. 

_____ African American  

_____ Hispanic/Latino(a)  

_____ White  

_____ Asian American  

_____ American Indian  

_____ Other, please specify: _______________________________ 

 

5. Are you from a rural, suburban, or urban city (check one)? 

  ____ Rural (Less than 2,500 people) 

____ Suburban (More than 2.500 and less than 50,000) 

____ Urban (Greater than 50,000 people) 

 

6. Did you transfer to your current university from a community college or other school? 

___ yes, ___ no  

 

7. Did you change your major to agricultural leadership at some point during college? 

 ___ yes, ___ no  

a. If yes, what was it before? _____________________________ 

 

8. Are you pursuing a dual major or minor? ___no, ___dual major, ___ minor  

a. If yes, what is it? ________________________________________ 

 

9. How did you hear about this degree program?  
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10. Describe your background in agriculture, if any.  

 

 

 

 

11. Were you involved in leadership development programs prior to agricultural leadership?  

 ____ 4-H  

 ____ FFA  

 ____ Other, please specify: ________________________________ 

 

12. Are you currently involved in any organizations or teams on campus? ___ yes, ___ no  

a. If yes, what are they? _____________________________________ 

 

13. What type of job do you hope to pursue post-graduation?  

 

 

 

 

14. What else would you like to say about the ideas on the statements you sorted? 

 

 

 

 

A follow-up phone interview may be conducted to clarify results. If you would be willing to 

participate in a phone interview, please write your first name (or a code name that you will 

know) and a telephone number at which you can be reached. 

(CODE) NAME _______________________  PHONE ___________________________ 
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