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Leaders Are Readers: Choice-Based Book Circles in Agricultural Leadership Development

Introduction/Need for Innovation or Idea
Agricultural leadership educators seek to develop students who can effectively lead within their organizations, communities, and industries. Recent research suggests that leadership education should extend beyond teaching leadership knowledge and skills to helping students explore and develop their leadership identities through reflection, meaning-making, and contextualized learning experiences (Bush et al., 2023). Examining diverse leadership perspectives may further support this developmental process (Komives et al., 2005).
Adult learning theory suggests learners are more engaged when they have autonomy and choice in their learning experiences (Knowles et al., 2020). Providing students with opportunities to select and critically engage with leadership literature aligned with their interests may support leadership identity development while exposing them to diverse perspectives through peer discussion. This innovation addresses that need through a choice-based leadership book circle assignment that encourages students to engage with contemporary leadership literature, reflect on their own leadership development, and learn from the diverse perspectives represented in their classmates' selected texts.

How it Works/Methodology/Program Phases/ Steps
The Leaders Are Readers book circle assignment was implemented in an upper-division Foundations of Agricultural Leadership course across two academic terms. The innovation combines learner choice, independent reading, reflection, and peer teaching to expose students to a broad range of leadership perspectives while fostering personal leadership development.

Phase 1: Curate and Select Texts
The instructor develops a recommended reading list that includes both nonfiction leadership books and fiction texts with strong leadership themes. Students select a title from the approved list or propose an alternative book for instructor approval. To maximize exposure to diverse perspectives, duplicate titles are not permitted. Providing choice increases student ownership of learning while exposing the class to a broader range of leadership ideas than a single assigned text. Including fiction broadens leadership learning through narrative, ethical decision-making, and storytelling while increasing student engagement. A sample reading list of fiction and nonfiction titles will be included with the final poster to support implementation by other agricultural leadership educators.

Phase 2: Read and Reflect
Students independently read their selected text and identify leadership concepts, examples, and lessons that connect to course content. Throughout the reading process, students are encouraged to consider how the author's ideas, characters, or leadership challenges relate to topics such as influence, authenticity, communication, values, and leadership styles. Students reflect on how the text informs their leadership experiences, aspirations, and development as future agricultural leaders.

Phase 3: Prepare the Leadership Share-Out
To encourage students to move beyond summarization and critically evaluate how leadership concepts apply in the real world, students prepare a presentation that includes: 1) an overview of the book and author, 2) three key leadership takeaways, 3) a connection between the text and their personal leadership development, and 4) a discussion question designed to engage peers.

Phase 4: Participate in Book Circles
Students participate in small-group book circles where each student serves as the resident expert for their selected text. Through structured discussion, students learn from multiple books during a single class session while comparing themes across diverse leadership perspectives.
The book-circle format transforms students from consumers of information into peer educators and creates a collaborative learning environment where leadership ideas are examined from multiple viewpoints. A sample grading rubric for the activity will be provided with the poster.

Phase 5: Synthesize Leadership Learning
Following the discussions, students identify common themes and contrasting perspectives across the books shared in their group. This collective reflection helps students recognize that leadership development can be informed by a variety of experiences, theories, stories, and approaches rather than a single leadership framework.

Results to Date/Implications
The assignment has been implemented in two course offerings with approximately 60 students. Informal feedback indicated students valued both the ability to select a book aligned with their interests and the opportunity to learn from multiple texts through peer discussion. Students reported greater motivation to complete the reading because of the ability to choose their own text. The book circle structure expanded exposure to leadership literature beyond a traditional single-text approach, with many students identifying additional books they wanted to read after hearing classmates’ presentations. For agricultural leadership educators, this innovation offers a scalable approach to promoting leadership literacy, reflection, peer learning, and student engagement while accommodating diverse interests and career goals.

Future Plans/Advice to Others
Future implementation will include collecting formal assessment data on student engagement, perceived leadership development, and reading motivation. For those interested in adopting this approach, maintaining a curated list of leadership texts while allowing students to propose alternative selections is recommended. Practitioners are encouraged to include both fiction and nonfiction options to appeal to diverse reading interests and leadership learning preferences. This balance provides structure while honoring learner autonomy. Facilitators should select discussion formats that encourage students to compare themes across books rather than simply summarize content. The innovation is particularly well-suited for agricultural leadership, leadership studies, capstone, and professional development courses where leadership development and reflective practice are central learning outcomes.

Costs/Resources Needed
This innovation requires minimal resources and can be implemented at little to no cost. Students obtain their own books through personal purchase, libraries, or audiobook platforms. Faculty time is primarily needed to curate a reading list and facilitate discussions. Optional refreshments, such as coffee and donuts or light snacks, can help create a welcoming book club atmosphere that encourages conversation and engagement.
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