
 
 
 

 
Community, Natural Resource and Economic Development 
Strengthening leadership skills and networks in Southwest Wisconsin   
 
Cooperative Extension responded with local partners when communities expressed a need for more 
volunteer leaders. The Community Leadership Alliance of Southwest Wisconsin developed trainings to 
help leaders build skills, awareness, confidence, resources and networks. Graduates are taking the 
helm, initiating efforts to improve community life. 

Situation 

Communities in Grant, Iowa and Lafayette counties expressed a widely shared need for more leaders.  
Small towns and rural areas had no one to serve on village boards or volunteer for community service. 
People were not running—or were not qualified—for school board and other public offices.  Not 
enough were participating in community projects and problem-solving. 
 
Communities seeking to retain local businesses and understand their increasingly diverse neighbors 
turned to UW-Extension for help. A 1999 UW-Extension needs assessment confirmed what regional 
chambers of commerce were expressing—a need for more volunteer leaders. 

Response 

Iowa County UW-Extension community resource development (CRD) educator Paul Ohlrogge and 
colleagues in Grant and Lafayette counties worked with UW-Platteville, Dodgeville and Platteville 
chambers of commerce, mayors, village presidents, village, town and county boards and other key 
partners to form the Community Leadership Alliance of Southwest Wisconsin (CLA). The CRD 
educators provided leadership for CLA planning, curriculum, evaluation and marketing teams. 
 
Since the six-month pilot program in 2000, 25 to 30 participants have trained once each month, 
January through June, at different locations in the three counties. The program has evolved into 
regular yearly trainings to help leaders build skills and confidence, practice the art of leadership, 
include diverse participants, and help each other improve community life. Feedback from graduates 
guides the CLA curriculum and marketing teams, county board supervisors, UW-Platteville, community 
partner and agency administrators, and UW-Extension and regional educators. 
 
In 2005, new Grant County CRD educator Paul Thares joined the planning team. He brought to the 
program a wealth of knowledge in economic development and community organizing. Paul Thares and 
Paul Ohlrogge plan to do an extensive evaluation of CLA alumni, and have a waiting list for 2006 
classes.  

Outcomes 

After several groups graduated, the curriculum team developed evaluation to determine whether CLA 
trainings were truly building leader confidence and creating motivational change—and what 
communities were gaining as a result. Of graduates responding to a survey, 85 percent indicated 
increased confidence in applying leadership principles. One reported feeling “less fear as a leader 
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since I better understand myself as a leader.”  Another reported:  “I became more open-minded toward 
the diversity in a community and how important it is to take everyone’s view into consideration.” 
 
In follow-up surveys, CLA graduates reported that as a result of the leadership training: 

85% increased confidence in their ability to work with others to solve community issues. 
83% led more group discussions. 
76% increased involvement in projects. 
76% joined a new committee.  
76% increased diversity. 
60% became a chairperson or facilitator. 

 
Graduates also reported how their communities benefited as a result of their training: 

60% “made something happen.” 
48% initiated a community project. For example: Business retention, recruitment and job 
creation improved for Platteville. Speed limits changed and seatbelt use increased. 

 
In six years, 172 leaders have developed the skills, awareness and confidence they need to meet local 
challenges and work with others to solve complex issues in 28 Southwest Wisconsin communities. 

• Recent graduate Dave Bauer credits the grant-writing session for giving him the skills to 
provide his employer and community a generous return on the cost of tuition. He has written 
and secured: 

o A $15,000 grant to equip the Dodgeville Police Department with laptop computers. 
o One of four grants awarded statewide, paying half of a $50,000 community safety 

project and garnering matching funds from the rest from the Dodgeville School District. 
• Another graduate ran for town board seat. Others report initiating National Historic Registry; 

hosting the first Grant County showcase to educate area residents on tourism; forming a 
committee, developing a fund-raising plan and organizing work groups to rebuild a village park. 

 
On their own, graduates formed the Community Leadership Alliance Alumni Association, further 
strengthening their networks and shared resources. In 2005, they raised funds to sponsor textbooks 
for CLA trainings, and plan to continue such support. 

Contact 

Paul Ohlrogge 
Iowa County Community Resource Development Agent 
University of Wisconsin Extension 
608-935-0391 
paul.ohlrogge@ces.uwex.edu
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