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Student Interest Survey in an Interdisciplinary
Undergraduate Minor in Leadership Studies

Introduction
Development of leadership skills and abilities among students has been cited as a primary goal for many institutions of higher education (Cress, Astin, Zimmerman, & Burkhardt, 2001).  Although, colleges and universities have begun to devote resources to promote and enhance leadership development, most of the resources have been directed toward a select few students.  Leadership development programs often consist of workshops or weekend retreats that engage students in developmental activities and may include elements of self-reflection.  Although individual leadership skills may be improved through such experiences, providing instruction to students about foundational leadership theories and principles is a critical feature that distinguishes between leadership development and leadership education.  The American College Personnel Association suggests that the goal of leadership education involves improvement in student (a) cognitive knowledge of leadership theories, (b) leadership skills such as conflict resolution and interpersonal communication, and (c) clarification of personal values.

These outcome goals are consistent with the American College Personnel Association (ACPA) Student Learning Imperative which includes the assumption that learning, personal development, and student development are inextricably intertwined and inseparable and that the hallmarks of a college-educated person include cognitive skills, practical competence and the ability to apply knowledge , and understanding and appreciation for human differences, and a coherent sense of self within a societal context. (ACPA, 1994)
Leadership is a complex concept that encompasses a range of topics from individual self-assessment of personal qualities and traits to issues of ethics in exerting leadership in groups and organizations.  Leadership is an on-going, developmental process, and leadership education programs in higher education have emerged to educate and motivate students to begin the life-long process of developing their leadership skills with the goal of continuous self-improvement (Eich, 2008).  The Ohio State University recently considered a proposal to establish an interdisciplinary, undergraduate minor in Leadership Studies for students with a genuine desire to improve their leadership knowledge and skills through education, experience, and reflection.  Cress, et al. (2001) acknowledged that there is “. . . a strong indication that leadership potential exists within every student and that colleges and universities can develop this potential through leadership programs and activities.” (p. 23).
Theoretical Foundation & Conceptual Framework -- This research is based upon Kolb’s (1981) experiential learning model which suggests that new learning can be initiated in one of two ways; by doing something (concrete experience) or by thinking about something (abstract conceptualization).  Kolb’s model suggests that learners then process information either by reflecting on the experientially-derived information (reflective observation) or by applying the cognitively-derived information (active experimentation).  Leadership education may employ either or both paradigms by planning learning activities based on concrete experiences of students and/or introducing abstract principles or concepts for reflection, to be followed by experiential applications.  Komives, Lucas, and McMahon (2007, p. 5-6) emphasized the importance of the interpersonal dimension of leadership based on three basic principles:  knowing yourself, how change occurs, and why others may view things differently; being ethical, principled, open, caring, and inclusive; and doing acts that reflect socially responsible behavior, participating in a community, and acting consistently and congruently on commitments and passions.

Methods – The population of interest in this study included undergraduate students at Ohio State University who had an expressed interest in leadership.  Students were identified from a variety of campus sources that offered leadership programs for undergraduate students.  A frame of 996 students was compiled which comprised a census of the undergraduate student population at Ohio State with a known interest in leadership.  A data collection instrument was developed, based on the course topics and learning outcomes included in a proposed interdisciplinary, undergraduate minor in leadership.  Respondents were asked to report their level of interest in enrolling in a leadership course that addressed each of the proposed course topics and learning outcomes.  Respondents were also asked to provide information related to their potential interest in a leadership minor.  Demographic items were also included to assist in the interpretation of the results.
Results/Findings – Responses were collected from 278 students which resulted in an overall response rate of 28%.  These results should not be generalized beyond those who responded to the survey.  Even so, over half of the students reported an interest in 13 of the 16 leadership topics.  Leadership topics of greatest interest focused on areas of personal leadership including self-management, assessing personal strengths, group problem solving, developing a personal leadership philosophy, and team building through service learning. Three leadership topics of least interest to the respondents were theoretical in nature.  Overall, three-fourths (n = 170) of the respondents reported an interest in an undergraduate leadership minor with the greatest number of students from career fields in the health sciences, business, and education.  Previous leadership experiences in high school primarily focused on student organizations and athletics; whereas student organizations were the primary venue for gaining leadership experience in college.  Over 80% of the respondents reported a cumulative GPA above 3.0, with 57% of the respondents above the 3.30 GPA level.
Conclusions – A majority of the undergraduate students responding to this survey indicated at least some interest in pursuing a minor in leadership.    It appeared that academically talented students expressed a strong interest in pursuing a leadership minor. Students from a broad range of career fields expressed an interest in pursuing a minor in leadership.  There was also wide variability in the range of leadership experiences that the respondents had engaged in during high school and college.
Implications/Recommendations
Based on results of this survey, undergraduate students at Ohio State are interested in an undergraduate minor in leadership.  Therefore, these results were used in the rationale and justification for proposing an undergraduate, interdisciplinary minor in Leadership Studies at The Ohio State University.  The proposal is currently under review by the Office of Academic Affairs at Ohio State may be approved as early as March 2010.
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