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Leadership Styles of Two-Year Associate’s Degree Students in Agriculture

Introduction/Need for Research 
Agriculture is changing at a rapid pace and to keep up with the changes, academic programs must modify curriculum to best meet the needs of students. There is a demand for continued expansion of leadership education programs on a growing demand from potential employers for students to leave college with leadership skills (Doh, 2003; Graham, 2001). To best meet the needs of businesses and organizations, colleges and universities are making their best attempt to teach the most relevant technical skills, while remembering the importance of other skills, such as problem solving, communication skills, and leadership. In agricultural education, we have identified a research priority in the area of improving student success for undergraduates enrolled in agricultural and life science academic and technical programs (Osborne, n.d.). 

At [university], a unique academic program is offered for students interested in pursuing an associate’s degree to directly enter careers in the agricultural and greens industries. The associates program provides two years of curriculum, specializing in business management or landscape and turfgrass management. 

With the current economic challenges, more students are pursuing degrees from community colleges before transferring into four-year programs, with an increase of almost 17% (Mullin & Phillippe, 2009). This population of undergraduate student is often underrepresented in research, especially in regards to their development of leadership skills. The lack of research led to the researchers to conduct an assessment of the two-year student’s leadership styles. The purpose of the study was to assess and identify student’s leadership style using the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) and to determine previous leadership experiences of the students. Three research questions guided this study: 
1) What previous experience (in either 4-H or FFA) do students have prior to entering the two-year program?
2) What previous leadership experience do students have (specifically serving in a position of leadership)
3) What are the leadership styles (transformational, transactional, or laissez-faire) of the two-year students?

Conceptual/Theoretical Framework
In recent years, the focus of studying leadership style has focused on the full range leadership approach developed by Avolio and Bass (1991). This approach suggests that leaders utilize three different styles; transactional, transformational, and laissez-faire (Bass & Avolio, 2000). Transactional leaders emphasize the exchange between leader and follower and they achieve their desired results by using rewards and punishment, while transformational leaders develop relationships with their follows and use motivation strategies to get followers to achieve more than they originally sought to. Laissez-faire leadership refers to the non-existence of leadership (Northouse, 2010). The full range model of leadership includes nine factors, all contributing to an individual’s style of leadership. In the transformational construct, five factors (idealized influence attributed, idealized influence behavior, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration) are described. There are three measures of transactional leadership; management-by-exception (passive), management-by-exception (active), and contingent reward. One measure is used to identify the use of a laissez-faire style. Leaders utilize all factors of the full range model to guide decision making (Northouse, 2010).
. 
Methodology
Two-year undergraduate students enrolled in a business course through the associates program were invited to participate in the study. Of the 61 students enrolled in the course, 46 completed the assessments for a 75% response rate. Survey research methodology was used through the use of two assessments. The first instrument was a demographic questionnaire that collected information regarding the gender, age, leadership experience, and involvement in 4-H or FFA. The second instrument was the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) developed by Bass and Avolio (2000). This instrument contained 45 items measuring each of the nine factors described above. The established reliability reported by the researchers ranges from .74 to .91 in each of the constructs (Bass & Avolio, 2000).

Results/Findings
Of the group of students surveyed, 15% were female and 85% were male. Their ages ranged from 18 to 24 years, with the majority falling between 18 and 20 (80%). Of the 46 participants, 17.4% (n=8) indicated that they were involved in both 4-H and FFA in high school. An additional 17 participants (37%) reported no involvement in either organization. When asked about previous leadership experience, specifically holding a leadership position, 50% (n=23) indicated having held a position of leadership in the past.

Of the nine factors, the highest mean scores were reported for Inspirational Motivation (M=2.79, SD=.66), Idealized Influence (attributed)(M=2.70, SD=.66), Idealized Influence (behavior)(M=2.66, SD=.57), and Contingent Reward (M=2.66, SD=.58). The lowest overall means were reported for Laissez-Faire leadership (M=1.39, SD=.67). For overall leadership style, participants had the highest mean for Transformational Leadership (M=2.67, SD=.49), followed by the overall Transactional Leadership Style (M=2.19, SD=.42).

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
Based upon the initial research, it would appear that females are underrepresented in this associates program (with 85% being male). The research also indicated that over one-third of the participants had no involvement in either 4-H or FFA.  And finally, half of the participants had previously held a leadership position.  With regard to the leadership style, one can be encouraged by the findings that participants are using transformational more than transactional, but they are utilizing both styles.

Future researchers should further examine relationships that may exist between each of the constructs of the MLQ and other measures of leadership (such as emotional intelligence, critical thinking, and problem solving). Further statistical analysis should be conducted to determine if any of the variance in leadership styles can be explained by selected demographic variables.

Education in leadership should be incorporated into the curriculum for the associates degree seeking students so they can fully understand their personal leadership style and when it is most appropriate to use each of the styles. 
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