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Project Title:  The Future of NCDA: Encouraging and Involving Students and New Professionals via Positive Conference Experiences
Project Description: I became a member of my state CDA during my first year of graduate school, by invitation of my internship supervisor at the time.  A positive experience at my first state conference motivated me to get involved with the executive board upon graduation, eventually becoming President of the organization within my first three years as a New Professional.  As President, I was given the chance to represent my state CDA at the 2010 NCDA Conference in San Antonio. While there, I met a number of new people and learned a great deal from the programs I attended. That positive experience gave me the confidence to apply to the Leadership Academy and increased my desire to both get more involved with the organization and attend future conferences. It is not difficult to imagine the long-term benefits of exposing more graduate students and new professionals to NCDA, and I believe making a concerted effort to engage with them before, during, and after our annual conference is a perfect way to do so. 

My project had three main components at the onset: 1) creating a print resource on how to make the most of the NCDA conference for distribution to student and new professional attendees, 2) organizing a networking social for these populations the first night of Boston 2013, and 3) soliciting feedback and helping these individuals make plans for future NCDA involvement.
Summary/Results: This project changed a great deal from first planning. Originally, my project was structured to be one-third of a collaborative effort between fellow LA VII participants Sarah Backes-Diaz and Jessie Czerwonka (“Fortifying NCDA for the Next 100 Years via Positive Conference Experiences: Utilizing Our Past, Present, and Future”). However, since each of our projects transformed significantly in scope and timeline during the course of the year, the plans became separately focused, but our team remained a strong support group as each member moved forward with their individual goals.  Of the three project components mentioned above, the first expanded, and the others became narrower based on recognized need and resources.  
Utilizing post-conference survey results from NCDA 2012 and my own conference experiences, local and national, I designed the first version of my handout for student and new professional participants. The handout went through many drafts, with editing support from my two LA VII teammates, project mentor Deb Osborn, LA facilitators Michelle Beese and Rich Feller, and Convention and Education Director Bobbi Carter. As the piece came together, I asked Sarah and Career Convergence editor-in-chief Melanie Reinersman if the content would be useful/fitting for a pre-conference CC article. Both agreed it would be and helped me adapt the handout for Career Convergence distribution in June. Based on this new audience and so much positive feedback from NCDA leadership on this resource, we decided to broaden the audience to all NCDA Conference participants, with special focus on new professionals, students, and first-time attendees. The completed “Making the Most of Your NCDA Conference Experience” handout, a visually-appealing, 2-sided PDF, will be sent directly to attendees via email after registration closes in mid-June, along with a welcome message from me. 
The networking social was originally conceptualized as an opportunity for interested student and new professional attendees. I began tracking, with the help of Bobbi Carter, conference registration numbers for these groups in February and reached out to a number of bars and restaurants within walking distance of the conference hotel to inquire about event capacity. However, since LA projects are not given a budget and each of the spaces in question either required a minimum food and drink order or didn’t have enough reservable room to accommodate a few hundred people during prime time (7:30-9pm), it became clear the scope of the event needed to change. Knowing that student attendees are one of our smallest populations, and that they might be the most in need of finding peers and being specifically welcomed at such a big professional event, I decided to host the networking event for student participants only. In 2012, 96 students attended the Atlanta conference. As of May 1, 2013, 82 students had registered, with over a month and a half left to sign-up. Online registration closes on June 18, 2013, and the handout, welcome message, and networking social advertisement will go out the following day.  The program will also be advertised in the conference schedule booklet. The social will be held at Jerry Remy’s Seaport from 7:30-9:00pm on Monday, July 8th, with overflow at Temazcal next-door if needed (owned by the same company). Jessie and I will gather interested students in the hotel lobby at 7:15 that evening if folks would like to walk together to the event (.3 miles or approximately a 5 minute walk). 
After the conference, student participants will be sent a survey regarding their overall conference experience, helpfulness of the “Making the Most of Your NCDA Conference Experience” handout/article, participation in and enjoyment of the networking social, interest in attending future NCDA events and getting involved with the organization in the future, as well as any follow-up questions or ideas they may have. They will also be given advice for next steps for engaging with NCDA. 
Conclusion/Recommendations: Since each piece of my project is still intentionally still in-progress (handout and article distribution in June, networking social at the July conference, and follow-up survey in late July or early August), conclusions and recommendations are also still developing. Thus far, I would recommend the updating and re-distribution of the handout and/or article prior to future conferences, as the suggestions are adaptable and relevant even for long-time members and veteran attendees. I also believe that networking socials for students and new professionals should continue, ideally with the financial backing of NCDA to make a larger, more structured event possible. Lastly, this project has only confirmed for me that the overarching goal of actively engaging with students and new professionals before, during, and after our annual conference is critical to the growth and success of NCDA.  Future conference offerings may involve a “student track” of programming, one-on-one speed mentoring opportunities with NCDA leaders, focus groups with these populations, and/or the chance to apply and interview on-site for available positions at various offices/institutions around the country (a pricey and complicated endeavor for students and new professionals to do individually). 
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