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Leadership Studies: What It Really Means to Lead


I am a Leadership Studies minor.  When I first heard of the program, I was very excited to find out more.  It is a topic that has interested me for the majority of my life and something that I practice daily to perfect.  Since I was in fourth grade, I have been entrusted with leadership positions in my church.  This formed the foundation for me to continue to lead in High School and, eventually, in college at MTSU.  In the Leadership Studies minor, I have taken a variety of interdisciplinary courses which have helped shape and sharpen my perspective on the ever-evolving concept of leadership.  These courses included Conflict & Communication, Social Psychology, Theories of Persuasion, Readings in Communication, Leadership Theories & Practices, and a Leadership Practicum.  

Conflict & Communication should be a requirement for anyone hoping to be in a position of leadership.  Conflict is something that exists in almost any situation involving people and when handled correctly, it is not necessarily a bad thing.  This course was designed to look at handling conflict effectively within an organization, but its material is also easily applicable to conflict in everyday interactions.  I learned that though it is usually portrayed as negative or unnecessary, conflict can be positive because it can bring about fresh perspective, challenge groupthink, reveal the unknown, or simply shake up the mundane or ordinary.  When used to try and accomplish one of these things, it can be an effective leadership tool, because it helps a group to not become stagnate.  However, it can also have strong negative effects.  For instance, some people simply argue for the sake of arguing. And will never be pleased unless everything goes their way.  This is when a leader must step in to make peace.  One of the most vital things I took away from this course was that my personal preference for handling conflict is negotiation, which is a peaceful process that allows both parties to gain something valuable.  It is the mindset that there is enough for everyone to share and there is not always a need to compete against one another if you are working towards the same goal.  It is my personal preference, but it is also proven to be extremely effective.  I plan on initiating this concept in all of my future leadership endeavors.


I had the advantage of taking two different Social Psychology courses.  The first one I took was offered in the Psychology department.  I loved the class and was extremely interested in its concept and how they pertain to leadership, so I took it again, but this time, from the Sociology department.  I soon discovered that though they studied the same basic concepts, they were two totally different courses, in that they approached the subject from different professional fields.  The Psychology department’s course focused on how an individual deals cognitively with social situations such as altruism, happiness, groups, dating, intimacy, self-concept, and self-esteem.  I learned so much about how the human mind works, and about how our perceptions of ourselves are based on what we see, how others see us, and how we believe others see us.  This concept was also woven into my major courses, such as Communication Theories and Interview Communication.  I took a lot of reflection time concerning this particular concept to look intensely at how I saw myself and how other’s opinions, both expressed and imagined, formed my self-concept.  It is a fascinating, difficult concept, but it is so vital to leadership.  A strong leader must know themselves and why they view themselves in certain ways.  This kind of lofty, critical thinking is also an incredible skill to develop and was necessary to pass the course.  
The Sociology department looked at these same ideas and concepts from more of a scientific perspective.  Instead of focusing so much on how the individual mind perceives these subjects, it taught how science looks at them and how society in general reacts to them.  One extremely interesting concept was how society shapes individuals.  By watching those around us, as well as what media portrays, we learn from a very young age how we are supposed to respond to different situations.  I was required to look deeply inside and figure out why I behave as I do in different situations.  For almost everything, I react how I observed others reacting.  As a leader, I must be able to recognize that and also know the difference between how I am expected to act and how I actually should act.  For instance, when a group member says something of little relevance, society says that the group should dismiss their ideas and move on to something better, but as a leader, I should instead validate them and try to get them to expand on the idea, because they might dig a little deeper and find something of real value to the group process.
Theories of Persuasion is the most interesting and challenging course I have ever taken.  I did not initially think much of it, but it fulfilled a requirement of my minor and was offered at a convenient time for my schedule.  I had no idea that it would become a course that changed how I viewed most everything I experience on a daily basis.  I intuitively knew, but did not fully realize that there are attempts to persuade me every few minutes of my life.  The course evaluated the obvious attempts, such as advertisements, Presidential campaigns, and salespeople, but also looked at other things that are not so blatant, such as the position of items in a store, the order in which people arrange arguments, and the effect of gender and attractiveness on persuasion.  My professor, Dr. Seward, was essential in the success of this course, since she routinely challenged us to think differently and discover persuasion in every aspect of our daily routines.  We observed the 2008 Presidential race in great detail, because of its great importance to our country and we used relevant examples from YouTube, films, and current articles.  I learned that as a leader, I will have to try and ethically persuade people at times to go along with ideas they are not sure about.  I now know how to best do that.  I am also aware of common tactics used by others to persuade, so I know what to watch for in the future.  Also, this class taught me, more than anything, how important it is to think critically about any and all information that is presented to me.  Whether I am voting for our next leader or convincing others to follow something I am passionate about, I must think it through, know the facts, and know why I believe in something before I support it.  I also learned the importance of being an informed citizen.  A true leader is someone who is aware of their environment and what is going on around them.
Readings in Communication was very interesting for me.  It was a different kind of course, because the only assignment was to write a 15-20 page research paper on a topic concerning leadership.  I decided to combine everything I had learned from the minor at that point and take an intense look at Barack Obama and dissect his ability to lead.  Not only did I learn a lot about Obama, but I also was able to put into practice the theories and concepts I had learned into one paper.  I met regularly with Dr. McCormick to keep her up to date on my progress and ask any questions.  It was a challenge to only have the final due date as a deadline and I discovered that after four years, I have finally learned not to procrastinate.  Instead, I worked on the paper for the entire semester and was thoroughly satisfied with the end result.
Leadership Theories & Practices was my favorite course that I took in college.  It was the foundation that I built upon with all of my other coursework.  In addition to the text teaching me about Transformational, Servant, and Charismatic leadership, I also read a companion book, Leadership & Spirit.  In addition to these resources, I was required to do community service and reflect upon it.  All of these components led up to my final task to come up with my own, personal theory of leadership.  I came up with the Balance theory, which noted the importance of balance in every area of a leader’s life.  It is possible for a leader to take bits from different concepts and synthesize them into one masterfully executed style of leading.  I still think about this paper in every leadership position I find myself in.  It was a revelatory moment for me to put into words and on paper what I had been trying to practice for many years.  I am very proud of it.  

Finally, I was required to do a Service Learning Practicum and take a leadership role.  My friend, Sarah Conley, was diagnosed with cancer right as I began to search for something to do and so her roommate and I decided to put on a benefit concert to help pay for her medical expenses.  I combined everything I had learned up to that point in putting the event on.  I had to work with groups, communicate interpersonally with the performers and vendors, organize the logistics of the event, promote and advertise it, and finally, host the concert, putting my public speaking skills to the test.  Not only was I satisfied with the money we raised for Sarah, but I was also extremely satisfied with how practical this minor actually is.  I applied countless things I had learned to the actual hands-on experience and it worked so well.  

Overall, this minor has been a life-changing process for me.  I would recommend it to anyone, because we all lead in some way throughout our lives.  The coursework inspired me to never stop learning and to constantly evaluate the world around me.  I hope to continue to do these things in all of my future leadership roles.
