Developmental Stages of the Extension Professional
Service/Relationship
At the very beginning of any new position we may spend a lot of time just observing and getting acquainted with the programs and the people.  After some period of time we believe we have figured it out and now we are ready to be in charge.  At this point the focus of our work may be on service. Doing whatever it is we believe is expected, whatever it takes to prove we are worthy of the position we have been given.  When working with volunteers, we are reluctant to turn them loose on their own. To a large extent the educator in the service stage sees themselves as “the” program.  The program is limited to what the agent/educator can do themselves.  At this stage there may be serious conflict with volunteers or constituents who understand that the agent/educator does not have to do everything.  On the other hand, at this stage, there will be some leaders who will take advantage of the agent’s desire to “serve” and will let them know all the ways they can do what needs to be done.

Education
The focus of the education stage is on teaching others to do the things the educator knows how to do.  The agent/educator sees their role as providing all the expertise needed to run their local program.  They are expanding their program to the extent that they are looking at others to teach programs or to lead specific activities.  However, programs are limited to those things that the agent can teach others to do.  At this stage there may still be conflict with experienced leaders or constituents who already understand that the agent is not the sole source of expertise for the county program.

Management
The focus of this stage is learning to do things through the work of others.  It involves looking at the skills of existing leaders and recruiting others.  At this stage the capacity of the program is expanded because the agent/educator is beginning to look at a “systems approach” and is recruiting leaders to do things that are beyond their own capacity.  In the management stage the educator is not removed from the program, but understands that he or she cannot “be” the program by themselves.  At this stage the agent/educator may find that some leaders, who have been involved with them from the beginning, will wonder why they have stopped doing some of the things they used to do.  Some volunteers or collaborators may accuse the agent of being lazy or disengaged because of their new managerial style.

Leadership
The focus of the leadership stage is on looking at the system to find new ways to expand the program in content, audience, and quality.  In the leadership stage the agent/educator is the one that sees how the program should change to fulfill its potential.  In this stage the agent/educator is able to assume the role of servant, educator, manager or leader depending on what is needed to move the program forward.  The leader builds a team of stakeholders that set the vision and direction and create opportunities for others to buy into the vision so they don’t have to do it by themselves.  A true leader does not see any limits for the potential of the program, but is always looking for new creative ways to make things happen.  This may be through empowering other professionals or volunteers, through fund development, partnerships, or other new ways of doing business.

Note:  At any stage, you will see some behaviors that look like some other stage.  This is consistent with the concepts of situational leadership, and also allows an educator to retain some of their most favorite activities.
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