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Rolling with Leadership

Introduction – Need for Idea

The development of the next generation of leaders continues to be a focal point on college campuses across the country. The role that colleges play in this pivotal task is essential to the future success of society (Astin, Astin, & Associates, 2000). Agricultural Education has played a key role in the teaching and learning of leadership on college campus over the past years (Fritz et al., 2003; Simonsen & Birkenholz, 2010). With the continued charge to aid students in developing leadership, educators are always in search of ways to assess leadership in students while making it understandable and useful to the student.  Sometimes leadership instruments prove a bit cumbersome and often lack immediate practical application to those who take them. Furthermore, they may be costly, too long, require statistical knowledge to score and are difficult to interpret. Three years ago the authors set out to develop a practical leadership assessment that could be used in a group setting (classroom, small group, training session, etc.), provide immediate feedback and useful information to participants.

Methodology – How it Works

During the duration of the project two educational tools have been developed. The first tool was the Individual Leadership Factors Inventory (ILFI). Originally, the authors developed the instrument around six key leadership factors synthesized by Northouse (2010) from a review of extant literature. Northouse identified intelligence, confidence, charisma, determination, integrity, and sociability (Northouse, 2010).  In addition, the authors added leadership efficacy and decision-making efficacy based on works by Northouse (2010), Avolio (2010), and Bass (1990). After 4 pilot tests and 2 factor analyses, the resulting factors shifted slightly. The current ILFI focuses on eight key leadership factors including: decision-making, impact, empowerment efficacy, communication, empathy, integrity, determination and confidence.

The second educational tool that was developed was the Individual Leadership Factors Inventory Wheel (ILFIW). The IFLIW was modeled after Dr. Robert J. Birkenholz’s American Association for Agricultural Education 2012 Distinguished Lecture. Upon completion of the ILFI, students record their own scores and calculate a mean score for each leadership factor.  They are then asked to plot the averages on the ILFIW.  This allows for a visual representation of their leadership. Plotting of the eight factors commonly displays a wide variety of wheel-like shapes, depending on scores. The visual allows for students to see where they may have “flats” or “bubbles” with respect to the leadership factors. The ILFIW concludes with a few questions that guide the student in evaluating the results and how this information will be used to foster leadership in the future. Use of the ILFIW allows for a rich classroom discussion and opportunities for self-reflection by the student.

Results to Date

The results of the project include a one-page 40 question instrument (ILFI) that is easy to score and a one-page supplemental graphical tool (ILFIW) to depict leadership scores in eight key leadership factors.  This project has been implemented in seven land grant institutions with over 900 student participants. The ILFI and ILFIW have been utilized in leadership courses, leadership academies and teacher preparation courses. Furthermore, the tools have provided a very understandable assessment of leadership based on student feedback during the development and implementation process.

The creation and dissemination of the ILFI and ILFIW hold several important implications for the profession. First, the instruments provide a low cost, valid and reliable measure which provides students with rapid feedback. The ability to quickly assess leadership factors provides students with further insight into their personal leadership and focused areas for improvement.  Second, the instrument can be used to assess both individuals and groups. Currently, one of the institutions is using the ILFI as a pre and post measure to assess students’ leadership development while engaged in a year-long leadership program. The results provide valuable insight into student growth in the eight key leadership factors. Program developers are then able to modify curriculum and experiences to best meet the needs of students. Evaluation with the ILFI provides programmatic feedback which can be useful as Agricultural Education continues designing and implementing leadership education programs. 

Future Plans – Advice to Others

The authors plan to continue to use the ILFI and ILFIW in classes and activities. Authors are also open to sharing the tools with other educators that are interested in using the tools with students. Practice has shown that the use of both tools takes about 45 minutes with students. That time allows for the completion of the ILFI, calculation of means, plotting of means, discussion of the factors and assembly of action steps. More time can be used if the educator wishes to delve deeper into the factors. The authors recommend that once the tools are used that educators schedule time in the future as check-points to see if students have followed through with the action steps they proposed and if the wheel is “rolling smoothly”. It is also recommended that the tools not be limited to use with only students in leadership courses and activities. The practical nature of the tools allows for value for all students. As mentioned above, the tools were used with students in some teacher preparation classes. Students in those classes shared multiple thoughts of how they could see these factors playing out in their future teaching careers.

Resources Needed
	
The use of faculty time was the main cost in this project. The development of the ILFI and ILFIW required considerable time with the multiple pilot tests and factor analysis procedures. The actual development had limited direct costs including minimal reproduction fees for the tools, statistical program for the factor analysis of the ILFI and design program for the ILFIW. For educators interested in using the tools the resources needed would be time to become acquainted with the tools, time to implement with students and minimal reproduction costs.
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