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Introduction and Theoretical Framework

[bookmark: _GoBack]There is an increased emphasis on college student leadership development.  This emphasis is fueled by trends that have occurred in the last 15 years which include paradigm shifts in leadership philosophy from relational, reciprocal models (Komives, et al., 2006; Northouse, 2007); collaborative practices (Pearce and Conger, 2003); learning and development outcomes movement (Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2007; development of leadership models for college students (Higher Education Research Institute [HERI], 1996,  and  Posner (2004).  These trends provide insights to the nature of leadership development programs available and/or offered in college campuses.  “Helping students develop the integrity and strength can character that prepare them for leadership may be one of the most challenging and important goals of higher education” (King, 1997, p.87).  Dugan and Komives (2007) identified three overarching problems relative to leadership development of college students: “significant gap between theory and practice, unclear picture of leadership development needs of college students , and uncertainty regarding the influence of  college environment on leadership development outcomes” (p.8).  The Social Change Model of Leadership Development (HERI, 1996) was used as a theoretical base for carrying out this study.  The model portrays three core values—group, individual, and society/community values contributing to social change for the common good.  The purpose of this study was to gather practical data and feedback from graduate students on topics related to leadership and graduate student professional development, in an effort to improve the graduate student professional development programs and support in the College of Agricultural Sciences (CAGS) at Penn State University.  

Methodology

Qualitative research methodology was used to guide the study (Creswell, 2007; Creswell & Clark, 2011; Krueger and Casey, 2009).  In March, 2015, focus groups were conducted with CAGS graduate students.  The graduate student focus group sessions were comprised of 12 graduate students from various departments within the CAGS.  The focus group was organized and led by an Emerging Leader Endowment graduate student researcher.  Participants were asked a series of the 8-10 questions, and were requested to provide their opinions and feedback through a group discussion format.  The focus group discussions were designed to assess the opinions and perceptions of graduate students in regards to the following outcomes:
1. To understand how graduate students views on the importance and significance of leadership and leadership development as part of graduate student professional development.
2. To understand what kinds of professional development skills, experiences, and abilities that graduate students are seeking for their respective graduate programs. 

Participant Demographics

A total of (n=12) graduate student and participated in in the interviews, of which 6 male and 6 female).  Departments Represented: Entomology, Wildlife Fishery Science, Agronomy, Food Science, Horticulture, AEE, Animal Science, Veterinary and Biomedical Sciences, Plant Pathology, Plant Science.  Degrees being sought by graduate students were 11 Ph.D. and 1MS. 
Findings

Responses tended to encompass an experiential view of leadership.  Many of the descriptors of leadership stated by participants were based upon their past experiences.  Descriptors used by graduate students included: someone who takes an initiative, makes decisions, sets priorities, and takes a moral stand.  

Responses to outcome 1 revealed that a majority of the graduate students tended to agree that leadership development should be part of a graduate program.  However, they stated that leadership development needs to be specific, less broad, and be less non-traditional than a typical lecture-based course.  A majority of students stated and agreed that the current professional development opportunities for graduate students depend heavily on the advisor and the laboratory in which the graduate student works in.  Some graduate students stated that departments which offer Cooperative Extension programs, provide many more leadership and professional development opportunities.   

In response to outcome 2, a majority of students agreed that the advisor should allow graduate students to seek out opportunities outside of the laboratory, without repercussions for the graduate student.  However, graduate students generally agreed that they would like less involvement from the advisor but rather be allowed to seek out opportunities on their own.  Graduate students agreed on the following kinds of key areas, activities, classes, or other experiences for future graduate student professional development programing: communication skills, writing skills, internships, career exploration, and improvement in communicating those already available opportunities within the University and College.  

Conclusions and Recommendations:

This focus group study highlighted the opinions and attitudes of graduate students related to their views on leadership, the importance of leadership in career development, and the elements which should encompass graduate student professional development.  Graduate students in this study were more likely to see leadership as viewed through action and gaining specific results.  Based on these results, future graduate student leadership training may want to incorporate action based activities, such as role-playing, case-studies, or provide real-world leadership experiences. 

Graduate students view leadership as a quality which is key to being successful for industry or administrative careers, but not necessarily for an academic career.  A majority agreed that a successful scientist is not necessarily someone who is a leader or needs leadership skills to be successful.  Although, graduate students agreed that leadership development should be available for those students seeking careers in industry or administration.  Future leadership development training for graduate students should stress the importance of leadership skills for future scientists, and provide case-studies or examples of those scientists who exemplify positive leadership in their respective fields.

Questions related to the current professional development opportunities for graduate students and the role of the advisor revealed that graduate students may face vastly different experiences depending on the advisor and laboratory they may work in.  A majority stated that some advisors may be heavily invested in their graduate student’s professional development, while others may discourage activities outside of research. Future graduate student professional development programs should focus on providing standardized programming to address the wide range of graduate student experiences.  It is also suggested that College and departmental leadership stress the importance of graduate student professional development to faculty, and ensure that all graduate students have similar opportunities outside of their research.  
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