Teaching Leadership: Principles and Approaches
For An Undergraduate Leadership Course

Ronald M. Jimmerson

While we might not be able to create prominent leaders in
our agricultural schools, we can do a better job of providing
our students with the skills, knowledge and perspectives 10
help them become better professionals, better citizens and
better leaders. One way to do this is to develop courses
specifically designed to help students improve their leader-
ship. This article outlines eight leadership principles and the
teachingllearning climate and approaches based on those
principles used in an undergraduate leadership course. The
leadership skills and perspectives promoted and teaching
modifications that must be made to utilize this approach are
summarized.

Introduction

There are numerous indications that colleges of agricul-
ture need o do a better job of preparing students in non-
technical areas which can broadly be termed leadership
skills. Merritt (1984) reported the results of two major
national projects which examined needed curriculum and
instructional changes. Among other topics, these studies
showed a need for morc ecmphasis on problem solving,
leadership, ethics and public policy internships and coopera-
tive education, Courts (1987) called for more emphasis on
communication skills, hands-on training and development
of curricula with less specialization and a greater breadth of
knowledge. He also emphasized the need for new approaches
to teaching. The importance of teaching human relations in
agriculture was documented by Ficld and Horner (1986).
Newcomb and Trefz (1987) emphasized the importance of,
and approaches to teaching *‘higher levels of cognition™. A
competency study of agricultural workers in central Wash-
ington (Hansen, Holmes, & Jimmerson, 1989) revealed
employers believe non-technical skills are important for all
agricultural workers but especially for management, sales
and marketing positions; those which make up the majority
of agricultural jobs.

While there is a groundswell of support for doing a better
job of providing agriculture students with leadership skills,
there is little consensus about what leadership is and liule
agreement about how (and whether) lcadership can be taught
(Cronin, 1984). During the last several years Washington
State University has experimenied with different approaches
to teaching leadership to undergraduate students through an
upper level three-credit course. The course was designed to
help students gain skills and knowledge which were not
obuained through disciplinary courses in Agriculture and
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Home Economics.

This article identifies a set of principles upon which the
leadership course was based and describes the teaching/
lcarning climate and approaches used to implement these
principles. While prominent leaders may not be created by a
leadership course, students do gain understanding and skills
which will help them make better use of their agricultural
knowledge and be more effective professionals and citizens
in a democratic society. Effective leadership is based on a
renewable analysis of how people learn and change. Because
people, the world we live in, and the change processitself are
dynamic, students must gain process skills (i.e.: skills in
analyzing people, situations, and change processes). This is
quite a different focus than the emphasis on content learning
which dominates formal schooling and much of their agri-
cultural course work. It requircs a major change in how the
tcaching process and instructor’s roles are viewed.

Leadership Principles

While there are thousands of leadership principles, cight
are basic to the leadership course and guide the teaching/
learning climate and approaches:

O Leaders are ready and able to take responsibility to

learn and to lead.

©® Leaders learn from their experiences (positive and

negative) through an ongoing process of action and
critical reflection.

® Leaders are able to collect and synthesize information

and communicate it to appropriate audiences in appro-
priale ways.

® Leaders know how to promote their own and others’

self-esteem.

@ Leaders are generalists who understand that problems

are interrelated.

® Lecaders recognize the importance of their personal

world view and the world view of others as basic to the
change process. One’s world view includes his/her
culture, background and experiences which provide
the basis for his/her values, goals, beliefs and assump-
tions.

@ Lcaders recognize that they have preferred learning

and leadership styles which might need to be adapted
10 the styles of those they work with and to situations
in which they lead.

© Lcaders recognize the importance of on-going analy-

ses of group dynamics.

While these principles are stated as characieristics lcaders
possess, good leaders maintain a continuous growth process
of developing and refining thesc characteristics.
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Teaching/Learning Climate

As the principles imply, leadership development cannot
rely on a typical teacher/student relationship. The task is to
create a climate which encourages students to become more
independent and self-directed in their learning (No. 1),
which allows them 1o learn from experience (No. 2), which
promotes information gathering and communication skills
(No. 3), which raiscs student s¢lf-estcem (No. 4) and which
helps them apply their technical expertise within larger
systems (No. 5). In addition, fairly specific approaches are
used to help students understand and reflect on: world views
(No. 6), lcarning and leadership stylcs (No. 7), and group
dynamics (No. 8).

A majorchallengeinteaching this course, as suggested by
Principle #1, is to develop an atmosphere and find ap-
proaches 1o free students from teacher-directed lcaming so
that they lcarn how to take responsibility. Students arc used
to being fed facts and tested at the “‘remembering’’ or
‘‘processing’’ levels as discussed by Newcomb and Trefz
(1987). The goal of the course is to move them toward more
self-directed learning at the ‘‘creating’” and *‘cvaluating’
levels. Students arc to decide what is important to them, how
they prefer to go about learning it, and how to utilize the
instructor and other people and matcrials as resources. It
does not happen on day one, but is a slow process that takes
place during the semester. Most of my students have been
given very little responsibility for their own lcarning during
their formal schooling and resist taking responsibility. However,
students can not be expected to be responsible Icaders if they
are not responsible learners.

Principle #2 emphasizes lcarning {rom lifc cxperiences.
The leadership class is set up so that students learn, not from
what an instructor teils them so much as through their
expericnces inclassand their current life experiences. Learn-
ing from expericnce can take place only when it is put in the
context of the existing frame of reference. This requires
critical reflection and evaluation of experiences to find their
meaning. Meaningful learning about leadership comes only
when content and experiences are personalized.

Principle #3 emphasizes the imporlance of communica-
tion skills. The whole class is set up to help students refine
these skills by communicating to themselves through kecp-
ing logs and written papers and 1o others through class
discussions, prescntations. interviews and other actions. The
class attempts to help students transform intuitive under-
standing into cognitive undersianding which can be dis-
cussed and analyzed.

Principle #4 recognizes the innate human nced to a good
self image, to belicve we have something to offer, If we don’t
believe in oursclves, we can offer little to others. This
principle suggests that whatever clse happens in theclass, the
student should emerge fecling more confident in him/herself
and be beticr able 10 help others fecl good about themselves,
This can occur when the instructor recognizes that the
affective domain is as important to lcarning as the cognitive
domain. Building sclf-estcem requires genuine respect for
students and a willingness to understand and take into
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account their feelings related to the leaming process.
Principle #5 reflects the concern that graduates of col-
leges of agriculture, while possessing good technical skills
within their major, often have difficulty understanding the
broader context of problems (Merrett, 1984). Most problems
faced in agriculture today require expertise from several
disciplines, including disciplines outside the field of agricul-
ture. The class emphasizes problem solving within a broad
context taking into account a range of perspectives.

Teaching/Learning Approaches

Several lcaching/lcarning approaches have been tried and
found especially uscful in creating and promoting the cli-
mate and the leadership principles discussed. These are
outlined here to illustrate the types of approaches which have
worked.

Learning Contracts

To promote self-dirccted lcarning and motivate students
1o practicc communication skills, students undertake an
individual project for a portion of the course grade. The
project is, in some way, related to leadership and is bascd on
a topic of interest to the student. It can be a research project
involving collecting, analyzing and reporting information on
an aspect of leadership or it can be an action project in which
the student takes a lcadership role in planning, conducting,
and evaluating an activity through a school, community, or
religious group. The contract includes: (1) project title or
lopic; (2) project goals; (3) specific steps or actions; (4)
timeline; (5) method of reporting results; and, (6) criteria by
which the project should be cvaluated. For many students,
sclection of a topic and developing a contract is, in itself, a
major learning process. By the end of the semester, however,
most students are very positive about its use as a learning
tool. Because the project is of specific interest to them, they
are motivated to learn from it and to communicate the results
of their efforts. Knowles (1975) provides a good discussion
of self-directed learning and learning contracts.

Learning Logs

In addition to the problems of getting students to take
responsibility for their learning, one of the most difficult
tasks is to get students to think reflectively about what is
being taught in class and how it relates to their personal
cxperiences and world view. Students keep weekly logs in
the course to help them develop these skills. Atthe beginning
of the semester the logs are structured. Students are asked 1o
discuss their views of class activities, readings, or class
assignments. As the students get used to writing logs, more
responsibility for the content of the logs is tumed over to the
student. Students decide on a focus for their logs (e.g. to learn
more about their personal leadership style or 1o betier under-
stand the dynamics of small groups, etc.). By the end of the
semester, most students are reflecting regularly about a topic
related to the course, putting down tentative ideas, raising
questions, commenting on readings, including what they like
and don’t like about the class, the readings, their relation-
ships with other students, and their student organizations.
The logs allow them to think, reflect and write down ideas
without worrying about mechanics as they would in a term
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paper or other class assignments. Students begin to under-
stand how they feel, think and react and gain a better
understanding of themselves as learners. Progott (1975)
provides a thorough discussion of using journals or logs.
World Views Analysis

Many educators believe that recognizing one’s view of
the world and the contradictions that world view has with
one’s life experiences is a key to meaningful change (Friere,
1970; Mezirow, 1978). Agriculturalists promoting soft sys-
temsapproaches (Wilson, 1988) also recognize itasacritical
part of the learning process. Several approaches used in the
course help students make explicit some of the values and
beliefs which make up their world view and at the same time
help them become aware that others might have quite differ-
ent views. This does two things: (1) it causes them to look
more closely atand question their personal assumptions, and
(2) it helps them understand why and where they are in
conflict with others.

Sometimes the most effective atmosphere for exposing
world views happens by accident. Classes sometimes have a
diverse group of students. For example, international stu-
dents, ag students, and non-ag students and/or older and
younger students. This diversity forces discussion of diverse
world views much better than a homogeneous group. To the
extent possible recruit diverse students into lcadership classes.

But, it takes more than having diverse students to force
analysis of world views. For example, (1) self-evaluation
instruments which help students identify their beliefs and
values related Lo agricultural paradigms (Beus, 1987), (2)
conflict resolution techniques which force students to repeat
another’s perspectives, (3) role playing of a perspective
different from one’s own, (4) encouragement of students to
undertake projects 10 * ‘prove their point of view”’ but requir-
ing them 1o present the opposing point of view in the process.
These techniques almost always leave students with a better
understanding and appreciation of points of view different
from their own and often cause them to modify or dramati-
cally alter their perspective. Encourage students to pursue
topics and issues outside the field of agriculture because this
broadens their view of the world while developing skills they
can use as agricultural professionals. For example, one group
of students undertook a project examining whether univer-
sity student fees should be used to fund the Gay Awareness
Committee. At the start of the project the students were
strongly opposed to the funding. After several weeks exam-
ining all sides of the the issues, they came out in favor.
Leadership and Learning Styles Inventories

Somewhatrelated to one’s world view is one’s preference
for particular learning and leadership styles. To help students
identify and reflect on their preferred styles, Several style
inventories can be administered, for example: Fiedlers (1976)
Least Preferred Co-Worker Scale, the Myers-Briggs person-
ality inventory (McCoulley, 1980), and ‘‘Understanding
Your Leadership Behavior’® (Johnson and Johnson, 1975).
Students discuss these in class, compare results, and reflect
on them in their learning logs.

Group Analysis Tools
In addition to analysis of individual styles, students are
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asked to observe the dynamics of small groups. Students are
provided with process observation forms which help them
identify group leadership roles, stages of group develop-
ment, group conflict, power shifts, etc. This analysis is
reported both orally to the group and the class and through
learning logs and a group process report of their team project.
Team Projects

Students learn most when they are involved in real life
problems. For thisreason, I divide the class into small groups
of five or six. Each group selects a current issue on campus
to research, report and take action on as a semester-long
project. While some topics relate directly to agricultural
issues, others do not for reasons mentioned above. These
small groups provide a real-life laboratory for students to
develop their leadership skills, Lo analyze group dynamics,
to resolve conflicts, and to hone research and communica-
tion skills. Groups are required to take some action related to
their project so that they, in fact, are involved to some extent
in campus leadership. Action takes the form of testifying
before committecs, writing letters to the campus newspaper,
or other public statements or actions. These groups occasion-
ally influence policy at the state level.

The team project is probably the single most effective
teaching approach because the students tend to reduce their
preoccupation with a course grade and think about their
project as influencing the University community. It provides
a direct way to apply each of the seven principles listed
above.

Peer Teaching

In addition to team projects, students teach sections of the
class themselves becoming effectively motivated. This is
especially useful earlier in the semester before teams have
formed and while covering some basic content related to
leadership theories or research. Most of us who teach realize
how much we learn when we prepare to teach others. Even
minor teaching roles like assigning students to summarize
and lead discussion of a class reading assignment arc usually
effective motivators. Students learn well from their peers if
the proper atmosphere and planning is established.

Role Models

Even though the instructor tries hard to be a good role
model for students, the teacher is limited by his personality,
by his status as * ‘the professor’’, and by his individual style.
Graduate students who have good communication, human
relations and leadership skills can effectively become excel-
lent role models for undergraduate students. Their younger
age and student status eliminate some barriers. Graduate
students arc often willing to help out with a class to develop
their own teaching skills--especially if they can work with
students on projecis related to their graduate studies or thesis
topic. I purposely pick students whose personality, leader-
ship style and perspectives are quite different from my own.
These graduate students act as team leaders, facilitators,
presenters, consultants and/or observers.

Onc graduate student, a past student body president,
active in statc politics, so enthralled one leadership class
team with a highway safety project he was working on that
they asked to work with him as a class project. They formed
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a campus-wide Student Highway Safety Committec and,
during the course of a six-month period, got a bill passed
through the state legislature to allow placing highway fatal-
ity markers along the rural highway leading to Washington
State University. Through this process, they rescarched
highway safety, helped conduct a survey, held news confer-
ences, visited legislators, testified before state legislative
committees and met with the Governor for the signing of the
bill. The students learned the process for enacting legislation
and learned valuable leadership skills in the process. The
age, enthusiasm and modeling of the graduate student con-
vinced many undergraduates that they too could take on
major leadership roles. The graduate student, by the way,
used the project as his masters thesis in Continuing and
Vocational Education (Ufkes, 1988).

Summary

Through leadership courses students can be helped to
build the non-technical skills, knowledge and perspectives
which will help them be better professionals, better citizens
and beuter leaders. But, to do this requires a change in the
view of teaching as facilitators of learning, not as **profes-
sors”’ of knowledge. The Icadership principlcs outlined
suggest aneed to do better at helping our studentsto: (1) take
responsibility for their own learning; (2) learn from their
experiences: (3) collect and communicate information; (4)
improve their self-esteem; (5) solve problems within a broad
context; (6) understand world views; (7) apply understand-
ing of lcamning and leadership styles; and, (8) understand and
utilize group processes. To accomplish this, requires estab-
lishing a climate and utilizing approaches compatible with
the eight principles. Most instructors need to modify their
approaches 10: (1) move from tcacher-directed toward lecamer-
directed approaches; (2) decrease content transfer in favor of
experiential learning; (3) incorporate opportunities for stu-
dents to generate, analyze and communicate information; (4)
promote learning in the affective domain as well as the
cognitive domain; (5) encourage exploration of broad per-
spectives over more narrow disciplinary views; (6) deal with
the “‘what should be’* (alternative world views) as well as
the ““what is’’; (7) help students recognize diffcrent styles
and adapt teaching to leammer styles rather than forcing
student’s to adapt to instructor’s; and, (8) promole usc and
understanding of group learning in addition to individual
learning modes.

These are not simple changes which are easily incorpo-
rated into existing disciplinary courses. While development
of leadership skills can be incorporated through existing
disciplinary courses, history shows that this approach is not
adequate. There isaneed for leadership courses which model
good leadership and provide opportunitics for students to
understand and practice good leadership. Effectively teach-
ing such courses may requirc dramatic changes in teaching
philosophies, skills and techniques.
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