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Change Is an aspect of |1fe that all Indlviduals face. Rarely does
change from a famlllar means of operatton occur wlthout reslstance and,
In some cases, open rebelllon. Bennls, Benne, and Chin (1976) stated
that "reslstance (to change) can be expected when dlfferent people will
see dlfferent meanlngs In the proposed change" (p. 544). in tlmes of
change, manr Indlviduals tura to others whom they perceive as having
knowledge, in order to seek clarity. Studles have revealed that one of
the strongest factors of Influence s the oplnfon held by Indivlduals
who are consldered to be knowledgeable. These Indlvlduals, who are
looked to for advlce, are those who Hansel and Johnson (1969) deflned as
oplnlon leaders. Blanton, Hull, and Russell (1971) deflned oplnlon
leaders among vocatlonal agricuiture teachers as persons who "have the
potential as agents of change In school systems" (p. Ix). Thelr study
Tdentifled the followlng characteristics, which might have an effect on
the change process, pertalning to the selectlon of opinlon Jeaders among
vocatlonal agriculture teachers:

Teachers of vocatlonal agriculture named as oplnlon leaders
were older, had more years of teaching experlence, had more
earned college credit, and had attended a greater number of
workshops than thelr peers.

Supervlsors and other teachers of vocatlonal agriculture were
chosen most frequently as sources of Information and advice.

The teacher's readlness and wllllIngness to dlscuss a program
was the single most Important reason for the nominatlon of an
opinlon leader by peers. The second most Important reason was
the performance of hls students. (pp. 41-42)

oplnlon leadershlp !s an eluslve, sometimes unrecognized quallty, yet
1+ Is very real. The Influence of another's oplnlon affects our |lves
on a dally basls, whether 1t be In our business or personal declslons.
Rogers, Daley, and Wu (1982}, In researchlng the dlffuslon of m!crocom-
puters, stated the following:

0f the two-thlrds of our respondents who got experlence with a
home computer before purchase, 40% recelved some experlence at
a frlend's home. Friends tnfluenced the decislon to adopt 1n
46% of the cases, and Influenced the brand purchased I'n 43% of
the cases. In additlon, recommendatlons by frlends Influenced
the place of purchase In 13§ of the cases. (p. 56)

Hansel and Johnson (1969) stated the followlng concerning the use of
oplnlon leaders among vocatlonal agriculture teachers In the change
process:
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The ldentiflcatlon of opinlon leaders may be the flrst step
toward an understanding of the change process In vocatlonal
educatlon. In attempting to create change and !ncrease the
adoptlon of approved educatlonal !nnovatlons, the state super-
visory staff should be able to !dentlfy oplnlon leaders. By
Tdentifylng these oplnlon leaders and focuslng thelr efforts
on creating change In these Indlvlduals, supervlsors could
reap beneflts from the Interactlon effect whereby Indlviduals
who have adopted an lnnovatlon may Influence others to do so.
(p. 47)

Changes In the agricultural sclence currlculum In Texas are taking
place at a rapld rate. Teachers are belng forced to change from a
faml l1ar curriculum to one that is vastly dlfferent (Chrilstensen, 1987;
Ratl1ff-Reuwer, 1987). Teachers of agrlcultural sclence (vocatlonal
agriculture) are Influenced by oplnlon leaders just as are others In our
soclety (Blanton et al., 1971; Hensel & Johnson, 1969). These facts
suggest the need for thls study.

Because the bellefs of oplnlon leaders are Important to those belng
affected by change, the ldent!flcatlon of opInlon Jeaders can be of ben=
eflt In helplng to Implement proposed changes with a mInimum of reslst-
ance. By developing an understanding of the simllarltles and dlffer-
ences between opinlon leaders and thelr followers, those Invoived 1n the
change effort would be able to ldent!fy Indlvlduals who can Influence
the adoption rate of the general populatlon. 1+ was not known who those
oplinlon Jeaders were among teachers of agrlicultural sclence In Texas.

Purpose and Objectlves

The purpose of thls study was to ldentlfy and describe oplnlon
leaders and thelr followers among Texas teachers of agricultural scl-
ence. The study was purposely dellmited +o agricultural sclence teach-
ers, excludlng state staff members, teacher educators, and others who
might Influence change. State staff members, teacher educators, and
others were assumed to be change agents (Rogers, 1982) outslde of, and
not oplinlon leaders withln, the soclal system comprised of teachers of
agricultural sclence. Speclflc objectives were as follows:

1. ldentify oplnlon leaders In the program areas of superv!sed
occupational experlence programs, curriculum, facllitles, leadershlp,
agricultural buslness, agrlcultural mechanlcs, hortlculture, agricul-
tural Judglng contests, young/adult farmer programs, and the FFA organl-
zatlon.

2. Descrlbe those persons Identlfled as oplnton leaders wlth
respect to selected characterlistics.

3. Descrlbe those who are followers of Indlvlduals percelved as
belng oplnlon leaders.

4. Determlne If dlfferences In personal characterlistics exlst
between oplinlon leaders and other respondents.

5. Descrlbe the flve teachers named most often as oplnlon leaders
In each of the 10 program categorles.

6. Determlne If dlfferences In personal characterlstics exlst
among oplnion leaders In each of the ten program areas.

7. Descrlbe the respondents' perceptlons of thelr own oplnlon
leadership.
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Research Hypotheses

To gulde the accompllshment of Objectives 4 and 6, two research
hypotheses were formulated for testing (p<.05):

1. There are slignlflcant dlfferences between the personal charac-
teristlcs of followers and thoss of oplnlon leaders.

2. Across the 10 program areas, there are sltgnlflcant dlfferences
In the personal characteristics of opinlon leaders.

Procedures

In order to ldentlfy oplnlon leaders, a malled survey was con-
ducted. The population conslsted of agricuftural sclsnce teachers In
Texas durlng the 1986-87 school year (approxImately 1,400 teachers).
Texas 1s dlvided Into 10 supervisory areas, each wlth Its own teacher
organization, competitive contests, and FFA offlcer team. To Insure
equal representation of each area, a stratifled random sample of 300
teachers was taken from the population, with 30 teachers randomly
selected from each supervisory area (Borg & Gall, 1983; Herren & Colse,
1984; KreJcle & Morgan, 1970).

The questlonnalre used for thls study was adapted from Hensel and
Johnson's (1969) Identlflcatlon of oplnlon leaders among vocatlonai
agriculture teachers In South Carollna. The survey Instrument conslsted
of two parts. Sectlon 1 asked the respondents fo Ilst one opinion
leader (a teacher of agricultural sclence, which could Inciude the
respondent) for each of the program areas Identifled In the first objec-
t+ive of the study. Sectlon 2 asked the respondents to provide personal
data concerning thelr age, the year they began teachlng, the number of
years that they had taught agricultural sclence, the number of schools
In which they had taught, the number of years they had taught at thelr
present school, the semester hours of college work completed since
beglnning to teach, and the hlghest level of education they had
achleved.

Each Instructor recelved a cover letter explalning the purpose of
+he study and how the Informatlon would be used. A pre-addressed, post-
age-pald return envelope was Included wlth each questlonnalre. Three
weeks after the flrst malllng, all non-respondents recelved a remlnder
postcard. A second letter and questlonnalre were malled to the remaln-
1ng non-respondents six weeks after the Inltial malling.

Because of the low response rate (41%, N = 123), a telephone survey
was conducted of 10% (N = 18) of the non-respondents (all questions
asked on the mallout survey Instrument were Included) to see If thelr
responses dlffered from those of the Inltlal respondents. No slignifi-
cant dlfferences were detected between the respondents and the non-re-
spondents (telephone respondents); the two groups were pooled for analy-
-s1s purposes.

Opinlon leaders were ranked by the number of times each person was
named. Thls procedure was done for each of the speclfic program areas
of the agricultural sclence program. The flve most often named oplnlon
leaders In each area were then surveyed by telephone to determlne thelr
characteristics (ldentical to those collected regarding respondents In
Sectlon 2 of the questlonnalre). The top flve opinlon l|eaders were
selected because a natural break exlsted at this polnt between those
named frequently as oplnlon leaders and others who were only selected
once or twlce.
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Descriptive statlstics were used to describe the respondents and
those ldentlfled as opInlon leaders. T-tests were used to determlne If
slgnificant dlfferences exlsted between opInlon leaders and other teach-
ers. A one-way analysls of varlance was employed to determine !f dlf-
ferences exlsted among opinlon leaders from each of the program areas.

Results

A total response of 142 (47%) was achleved after two malilngs and
telephone contact with non-respondents. The respondents Ident!fled
oplnlon leaders In each of the 10 program areas. However, fewer op!nlon
leaders were reported In some program arees than In others. The number
of opInlon leaders ldentlfled In each program area !s shown In Table 1.
The respondents Tdentlfled more oplnlon leaders In the areas of Judgling
contests, leadershlp actlvitles, FFA, SOEP and agrlicultural mechanics
than they d1d In the areas of currlculum, young/adult farmer programs,
facllitles, agrl-busliness, and hortliculture.

Table 1

Number of Oplinlon Leaders ldentlfled Per Program Area, Texas Secondary
Programs of Agricultural Sclence, 1987

Number Average Number of
ident!fled Votes for Top 5
Program Area (1 vote or more) Opinlon Leaders

Judgling Contests 83 4.0
Leadershlp 79 4.2
FFA 75 5.0
SOEP 73 2.0
Agricultural Mechanlcs 66 4.0
Currlculum 59 3.8
Young/Adult+ Farmers 53 3.6
Factllitles 46 2.2
Agri-Buslness 37 2.6
Hortlculture 31 4.4

Table 2 was developed using the mean scores of the seven questlons
concerning the respondents' and oplnion leaders' personal character!s-
tlcs. Thls represents a composite description of the group of respond-
ents for the study, as well as that of the oplnlon leaders tdent}fled.

The personal characteristics of the teachers Identifled as oplnfon
leaders were dlfferent from those of the respondents. Each of the char-
acteristic differences described below was signlficant (p<.05) with the
exceptlon of the number of schools In which the teachers had taught.
Therefore, the flrst research hypothesls that dlfferences ex!st between
opinlon leaders and other teachers was accepted. The mean age of the
opinlon leaders (45.9) was nearly seven years hlgher than that of the
respondents (39.0). OpInlon leaders had more experlence than thelr
peers In both total years of teachlng (20.9 vs. 13.9) and In tenure
at thelr present school (16.0 vs. 10.3). Oplinlon leaders had taught
In 2.3 school systems compared to fewer than two schools (1.9) for the

Winter 1988 35



respondents; however, thls dlfference was not statistically signlflicant
(p>.05). Slnce beglnning to teach, the oplnlon leaders had recelved an
average of 35.5 college credlt hours, compared to 21.3 credlit hours for
the respondents. Oplnlon leaders had completed thelr master's degree
and had hours above that degree, whlle the average respondent had not
yet completed hls/her master's degree.

Opinlon leaders ldentifled In thls survey were older, had more
teaching experlence, had more tenure In their present school, had com-
pleted more hours of college credlt since beginning to teach, and had
attalned a hlgher educatlonal level than thelr peers who selected them.
These flndings were conslstent with those of simliar surveys by Hensel &
Johnson (1969); Blanton et al. (1971); and Christlansen (1965) .

Table 2

Characteristic Composite of Respondents and Oplnlon Leaders Among Texas
Teachers of Agricultural Sclence, 1987

Mean_ Scores
Respondents Opinlon Leaders

Characterlistlic n =142 n =50
Age 39.0 45.9%
Year in whlch they began teachling 1972 1965*
Total years of teaching experlence 13.9 20.9*
Number of schools In which they have
taught vocatlonal agriculture 1.9 2.3
Number of years they taught In thelr
present school 10.3 16.0%*
Number of college semester hours they
have acquired slnce beglnning to teach 21.3 35.5%
Highest level of educatlon® 2.7 3.5%

aScaIe: 1= B-Sc, 2= B-S."’, 3= MOSO, 4 = MdSot.

*penotes slgniflcant dlifference exlisted between the mean scores of the
respondents and opinfon leaders at the .05 level.

Table 3 presents a breakdown of the average oplnion leader 1dent!-
fled 1n each of the program areas. Thls allows comparisons of opinion
leaders betwsen program areas.

No slgnlflcant dlfferences In characteristics (p>.05) were de-
tected among those ldentifled as oplnlon leaders in the 10 program
areas. Therefore, the second research hypothesls that di fferences
exlst among oplnlon leaders In each of the 10 program areas was not
supported. However, the oplnlon leaders In the areas of Agricultural
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Busfness and SOEP exhfblted some apparent or noticeable dIfferences from
those characteristics of opInfon leaders In other areas. The teachers
TdentIffed as oplnfon leaders In these two areas generally were older
and had more years of teaching experfence than did those named In other
program areas. The agricultural busfness oplInfon |eaders had the
longest tenure (20.6) In years at thelr present schooi. Thls, however,
was not the case for the oplnfon leaders In the SOEP area, who were
average (16.0) In years of tenure. Another noticeable difference among
the opfnfon leaders occurred wlth the number of college hours recelved
by the teachers In the FFA area. The teachers [ldentifled as opfnfon
leaders for FFA had recefved an average of 52.6 college credit hours
sfnce beginning to teach, while the next nearest group of opfnfon
leaders had received nearly 11 hours less.

Table 3

Comparison of Opfnlon Leaders by Program Area, Texas Secondary Programs
of Agricultural Scfence, 1987

Varfable
Number of|Years of|College
Schools |Teachlng| Hours HIghest
Years of}fn Which jIn Thelr| Since |Educatfon
Teaching|They Had |Present | Began Level
Program Area Age |[Ag. Scl.} Taught School |TeachinglAchfeved®
Judging Contests 46.0 22.0 2.0 15.2 38.8 3.8
HOrf'CU"rure 44.4 19.2 1.6 17.8 39.2 3.8
Ag Mechanlcs 44.4 20.6 2.6 15.4 32.0 3.4
Ag Buslness 53.4 28.6 2.2 20.6 32.8 3.4
Leadership 45.4 22.6 2.6 17.0 40.8 3.8
Facflitles 43.8 20.0 2.2 12.8 25.8 3.6
Currfculum 44.4 20.2 2.4 13.0 41.8 4.0
SOEP 49.4 24.6 2.4 16.0 | 36.8 3.6
FFA 45.2 19.8 1.8 17.2 52.6 4.0
Young Farmers/
Adult Programs | 42.6 19.8 1.4 19.0 33.0 3.2
TotalsP 45.9 20.9 2.3 16.0 3545 3.5
F value .82 .74 1.08 <49 .61 .89
Probablifty <60 67 «40 .87 .78 .54

8gcale: 1 = BS, 2 = BS+, 3 = MS, 4 =MS+, bAdjusTed for teachers named
as opInfon leaders In more than one category; these opfnfon leaders were
Tncluded only once for calculation of group means.

In order to determine how the respondents percelfved thefr own opln-
fon leadership (Objectfve 7), the following seven questfons were asked.
The response rate follows each question.

t. Durling the past sIx months, have you told an ag-scfence teacher
about some new educatfonal practice or procedure (e.g., computer soft-
ware, slfde set) belng used In agrfcultural educatfon? YES--101; NO--
40; No Indfcatfon--1
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2. Durlng the past six months, have you told an ag-sclence teacher
about some new agricultural practlce or procedure (e.g., seed varlety,
planting practice, equipment) belng used 1!n agricuitural Industry?
YES=~99; NO--42; No Indlcatlon--3

3. Compared to your clrcle of frlends In agricultural sclence, are
you more or less llkely to be asked for advice about new practlices In
agrfcultural educatlon? MORE—100; LESS~-39; No Indlcatlon-~3

4, Thinklng back to your last dlscusslon wlth ag-sclence teachers
about new practices In agricultural education, were you asked for your
optnlon of the new practlice or did you ask someone else? Was Asked--76;
Asked Someone Else~-56; No Indlcation--10

5. When you and your frlends who teach ag-sclence dlscuss new
ldeas In agrlcultural educatlon, what part do you play? Malnly Llsten--
85; Try to Convince Them of Your |deas--49; No Indicatlion--8

6. Which of these happens more often? You Tell Your Nelghboring
Agriculture Teachers About Some New Practlice—-78; They Tell You About
Some New Practice--48; No indlcatlon--16

7. Do you have the feellng that you are generally regarded by your
follow agriculture teachers as a good source of advlce about new prac-
tices In agricultural education? YES~-89; NO--41; No Indlcatlon--12

The respondents In thls survey Indlcated that they percelved them-
selves to be oplnlon leaders for other agricultural sclence teachers.
Over two-thlrds of the respondents felt that they were oplnlon leaders.
However, only 2 of the 142 respondents were actually ldentlfled as opln-
fon leaders by peers. Thls may be explained by examining the response
to Question 5. Although most of the respondents felt they were oplnlon
leaders, 60% stated that they malnly ilstened the last time a new ldea
was dlscussed wlth other teachers of agrlcultural sclence. Thls would
not be characteristic of a true oplnlon leader (Rogers, 1982).

Conclustions

Oplnton leaders exIst, and they can be ldentlfled within an organi-
zatlon. Opinton leaders !n thls and previous studles tended to be
older, more experlenced, longer In tenure at thelr present school, and
to have recelved more college credit hours stnce beginning to teach than
thelr peers who ldent!fled them.

Though surveys concerning oplinlon leadershlp among teachers of
vocatlional agriculture had been done In other states, thls was a tImely
undertaking for Texas when one conslders the currlcular changes takling
place. Thls survey has made 1t possible to Identify Indlviduals who are
looked to as oplnlon leaders by others.

The Ilterature reviewed !n preparation for thls project stated that
the oplinfon of others Is many times the deciding factor used In accept-
Tng or rejecting a proposed change (Benn!s et al., 1976; Blanton et al.,
1971; Christlansen, 1965; Hensel & Johnson, 1969; Rogers et al., 1982).
Results of thls survey have Indlcated that 1t 1s possible to Identlfy
Individuals who are viewed as opInlon leaders. Therefore, oplnlon lead-
ers should be ldentifled as part of any proposed change effort.
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Recomtendations

Opinion leaders fdentifled In this study need to be tncluded In
any change process In order to bring about the desired results. 1t is
recommended that the state staff Involved In agricultural education In
Texas use the list of opinlon leaders Identified by thls study to galn
further support for the curriculum changes currently belng Implemented.
These oplnlon leaders could be the |ink between the state staff members
and the teachers In the fleld that s needed to bring about greater
acceptance of the new curricula. Simllarly, other states should use
these or similar procedures In Implementing curricular change.

Oplnion leaders need to be Identifled and Included In the change
process whenever possible. While thls study established dIfferences
between oplnlon leaders and peers that might help in the identlfication
of persons llkely to be opinlon )Jeaders, these characteristics may not
be consistent with findings from other populations. Therefore, a survey
similar to this would be suggested for others attempting to Identi fy
opinlon leaders within their organlzation.
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