Does Your Child Have LEADERSHIP Ability?

By John E. Lester

The Answer Is Yes!  

All children have some degree of leadership ability.  For some children this ability may lay hidden and may not emerge until adolescence or adult life.  For other children this ability may be apparent and may develop at various stages in early childhood and throughout adolescence.  For still others this ability may be overwhelmingly apparent and may become a focal point in the child’s life.  Children develop leadership skills at various ages and in a variety of degrees.  As with other skills much of leadership is learned.  When development of leadership skills is partnered with “natural leadership ability” children learn to excel in other areas of development:  intellectual, social, emotional, physical and psychological.  
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Is Leadership An “Ability”?  

Leadership is as much an “ability” as intellectual ability, creative ability, physical ability or abilities in the visual or performing arts.  However, it is easier to observe leadership ability than to measure it.  As with creative ability, leadership ability is often difficult to measure.  In most cases, it is coupled with other abilities and is developed over a period of time.  Leadership is actually a set of learned behaviors that enable children to excel, not only in the area of leadership, but also in numerous other areas.  Leadership ability can be measured to some degree of accuracy.  Once ability is determined; development of leadership skills can take place.  Leadership development enhances a child’s “natural abilities” and allows the child to move into higher levels of leadership ability.  Specific skills attached to leadership development can help the child advance to greater leadership ability levels and create well-defined, effective leadership capacity.

Is Leadership An Area of Giftedness?  

Leadership is defined in the Federal definition of “gifted and talented” children.  In fact, it is listed as an area of giftedness along with cognitive ability, creative ability and ability in the areas of visual and performing arts.  Unfortunately, most states have chosen not to identify students within the area of leadership, claiming it to be too abstract and too difficult to provide service in the educational setting of the classroom.  However, in recent years some states have decided to include leadership in gifted and talented programs, and these states have begun the process of developing identification measures along with methods to help children build greater leadership capacity.  Recently, the state of Kentucky launched a statewide effort to serve children in the area of leadership.  With growing evidence indicating that leadership capacity is lacking in America’s youth, an increased interest in leadership development has emerged in recent years.

What Role Do Parents Play In A Child’s Leadership Development?  

Because leadership development is experiential, parents play a crucial role in helping children develop leadership skills and build leadership capacity.  Through actual immersion in leadership roles, children build the necessary skills to develop greater leadership capacity.  In seeking leadership building opportunities for children in school, in the community, and in the home, parents can be instrumental.  To further illustrate the impact of parents, in a recent survey of 1000 high school students from across the state of Ohio, parents were listed as the adults most highly regarded as “leaders”.  According to the survey, conducted by Ohio Leadership Institute, a non-profit youth development organization based in Columbus, Ohio students were asked to list several adults they felt possessed leadership ability in their communities.  Students overwhelmingly indicated parents were highly regarded as leaders. In the survey, 85% of the students indicated one or more parents were the adults they regarded as leaders in their lives.

What Can Parents Do To Help Develop Leadership Ability?  

Since leadership is mostly a learned process built on ability and capacity, the most important impact a parent can make is to seek out leadership opportunities for their children.  Parental involvement in school activities can ensure the child is involved in activities that provide appropriate leadership development.  Additionally, talking with teachers about developing leadership skills in the classroom can also enable children to receive leadership development.  Community activities such as Scouting, 4-H, church youth groups, community service groups, and other youth organizations can help provide leadership development.  Summer camps and other leadership building adventures can help students recognize and develop leadership skills.  Parents can also instill leadership values at home through character building.  Activities such as encouraging the child to plan a meal, a family activity, or a family vacation will enhance leadership-building skills.  When providing these types of activities, parents must encourage their children to do the planning and organizing themselves.  By placing children in leadership development situations, parents can dramatically increase the child’s leadership ability and capacity.  Skills such as goal setting, communicating, organizing, future planning, self-discipline, learning to be responsible, developing good questioning habits, and decision making all lead to greater leadership capacity.  An activity as simple as encouraging and insisting a child read a restaurant menu and order their own meals encourages independent thinking and self-confidence.  This can easily be done once parameters for ordering the meal are set by parents.

How Can Leadership Ability or Capacity Be Measured?  

Currently, several instruments are available to measure leadership ability; however, schools in large numbers have not utilized these instruments, and some of these instruments have not been consistently updated.  One way to measure leadership ability is to observe current leadership characteristics of a child in relation to leadership capacity.  The observer can often determine a child’s leadership ability or capacity through routine observations that include characteristics relevant to leadership.  Ideally, the observer making such determinations should know the child and have a relationship with the child that involves activities in which the child participates.  Parents are IDEAL observers of a child’s leadership ability.  No one knows a child better than parents.  Therefore parents can play a pivotal role in identifying leadership ability or capacity.  The leadership assessment instrument found at the end of this article has been designed to help adults determine the leadership capacity of children in grades K-12.  By using the Leadership Talent Scale (Lester, 2002, 2007) and, the accompanying result scale, leadership ability or capacity can be recognized through careful observation.

What Does The Scale Measure?

Since leadership is mostly a learned process that is sustained by “natural ability”, it can be measured best through observation.  By observing a child’s activities, one can observe natural leadership traits and characteristics.  The Leadership Talent Scale (Lester, 2002, 2007) contains traits or characteristics most often associated with leadership ability or capacity.  By observing these one can determine natural leadership ability, potential leadership ability, or the absence of ability.  The natural leadership ability observed may be pure natural ability or may be a combination of natural ability and learned leadership development skills.  The leadership potential, or the lack thereof, can be used to determine an appropriate course of leadership development for the child.  The observations contained in the Scale have been developed through careful observations of children participating in leadership activities and programs during the past twenty-five years.  The Scale is used by the Ohio Leadership Institute (Columbus, Ohio) to determine leadership development programs for participants and has been used successfully by teachers and school administrators to determine leadership potential in students at the elementary, middle school, and high school levels. By observing children in their own natural setting, one can observe patterns of leadership ability.  Further observations can be made when the child is actually engaged in group activities or in a leadership role.  Children who exhibit strong leadership traits and characteristics often naturally take charge of activities, games, groups, or even the classroom.  To these children “taking charge” is simply their way of expressing themselves.  This expression is as natural as other types of learning and often is coupled with advancement in the academics, sports or areas of creativity.  Children who have natural leadership ability, developed leadership ability, or a combination of both enjoy group activities.  They volunteer for tasks, take charge of activities, and enjoy making decisions.  They work effectively with their peers and often influence the behavior, beliefs, or actions of these peers.  Most of these children are creative, especially at problem solving and exhibit a natural competitive spirit.  Furthermore, they enjoy doing things for others, show an extraordinary interest in the welfare of others, and understand the importance of teamwork.  Often these children display a natural charisma or “inherent charm” that allows them to assume leadership roles within a group or class.  The Leadership Talent Scale (Lester, 2002, 2007) allows adults to use these traits and characteristics in an observable format in order to determine leadership ability or capacity and to plan appropriate leadership development.

In Conclusion

Leadership ability can be learned, leadership ability can be measured, and leadership ability can be developed.  In order to make these three concepts work, one must use them in concurrence with one another.  If it is believed that leadership can be learned, then it follows that it can be measured and developed.  The measurement, as stated in this article, is delicate and best administered in an observational format.  Once the measurement takes place, it should be followed by a plan for development of leadership skills. The development that follows is crucial in building a strong core of young leaders for America.  Leadership development must be on the priority list of those interested in educating youth and in building a strong core of young citizens with leadership promise for the future.  Parents and teachers play pivotal roles in the process.  Because parents have the most intimate contact with their children, they are paramount in providing proper leadership development for children. Tomorrow is too late to begin leadership development for today’s children.  Today is the time to begin the quest to help children develop leadership abilities.

Top of Form

"Whatever you do, or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has genius, power and magic in it. Begin it now."
 - Goethe
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LEADERSHIP TALENT SCALE 

FORM ONE

Child’s Name:  ________________________

Date: _______________________________

Grade:  _______________ Age: _________

School: _____________________________

Person completing rating: (name and title)  

____________________________________

How long have you known the child and in what capacity?  

___________________________________

Directions:  Please read the following statements regarding leadership talent and rate the child using the following rating scale.

  
 X = Unsure of this characteristic




  
 0 = Never observed






  
 1 = Seldom observed




  
 2 = Occasionally observed  



  
 3 = Often observed  






 

  
 4 = Most always observed




_____ 1.  Volunteers for tasks.

_____ 2.  Takes charge of group games or activities.

_____ 3. Excels at making decisions or solving problems.

_____ 4.  Embraces new challenges or initiatives.

_____ 5.  Is well liked by peers.

_____ 6.  Influences the behavior, beliefs or actions of peers.

_____ 7.  Excels in academic achievement or intellectual pursuits.

_____ 8.  Shows an interest in the welfare of others.

_____ 9.  Exhibits a natural competitive spirit.

_____10. Displays an energetic drive or high levels of ambition.





TOTAL RATING

LEADERSHIP TALENT LEVELS

31-40 = VERY HIGH Ability

21-30 = HIGH Ability

11-20 = MEDIUM Ability

  0-10 = LOW Ability
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