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Abstract

To meet the demands for effective leadership, lestge educators should
integrate high-impact practices for students toettgy, practice, and evaluate
their leadership knowledge, skills, and abiliti€se purpose of this application
brief is to describe how undergraduate leadersaphing assistant (ULTA)
experiences can be a high- impact practice for igndduates studying
leadership. The ULTA experience at Texas A&M Unsigrin the Agricultural
Leadership, Education, and Communications (ALE@gdienent was examined
using the six characteristics purported by Kuh @Q@6 describe effective high-
impact practices: considerable time and effortugppseful tasks, interaction with
faculty and peers on substantive matters, increlilggdthood of experiencing
diversity, frequent feedback on performance, apgibin of learning to different
settings, and better understanding of self in i@taio others. The ULTA
experience can be a high-impact practice that gesvieadership students with
the opportunities to apply their leadership leagrtm their teaching roles and
reflect on their experience to gain new leaderplkispectives. Recommendations
for implementing this practice include: purposefieractions with ULTAS,
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feedback and assessment of experience, trainidga aigorous recruitment
process.

Introduction and Conceptual Framewor k

Countless decades have been devoted to undergiadrainstudents learn. Colleges and
universities continue to create and assess “mefutingarning environments that
produce positive outcomes for learners. The Assiociaf American Colleges and
Universities (2012) articulates the necessity fghlr education to invest time and
resources into creating challenging liberal edacalearning experiences. A growing
trend is the use of high-impact educational prastievhich have been identified as active
learning experiences that increase student reteatid student engagement in higher
education (Kuh, 2008). Kuh (2008) asserts six attaristics about high-impact
practices which make them so effective with stuslemtigh-impact practices:

1) demand that students devote considerable thdetiort to purposeful tasks;
most require daily decisions that deepen studémig'stment in the activity as well as
their commitment to their academic program andcctiiege.

2) put students in circumstances that essentigiigand they interact with faculty
and peers about substantive matters, typically extanded periods of time.

3) increase the likelihood that students will exgece diversity through contact
with people who are different than themselves.

4) allow students to get frequent feedback abmeit performance.

5) provide opportunities for students to see hdvawthey are learning works in
different settings.

6) help students gain a better understandinglbirseelation to others (Kuh,
2008, pp. 14-17).

Common high-impact practices developed by collegesuniversities include: first year
seminars, common experiences, learning communvtieng-intensive courses,
collaborative projects, undergraduate researclagllearning, service-learning,
internships, and capstone projects (Kuh, 2008).pthpose of these impactful
experiences is to create student behaviors thdttéesignificant gains in learning.

Leadership educators have used a variety of higiaatpractices to benefit students
studying leadership. Service-learning is one tyjpleigh impact practice which has
documented outcomes. Service-learning can coneadefship students to their local
communities, engage youth leaders with diverse coniiyiorganizations, help students
explore their personal values and roles as leaderseam environment and in the
community, and examine the role of leaders in afigaicommunity change (Hoover &
Webster, 2004; Langone, 2004; Seemiller, 2006;&ddatos, & Hopkins, 2009;
Webster, Bruce, & Hoover, 2006).

Another valuable high-impact practice in leadergdpcation is the study abroad model

for learning. Study abroad programs have been fooife excellent teaching practices to
learn about leadership and provide an internatiooatext for students to apply their
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leadership knowledge (Earnst, 2003). The high-chpeactice of study abroad was also
found to have a positive effect on students’ sa@aponsibility (Lee, 2010).

Leadership instructors have established capstamses, which can be classified as high-
impact practices. A capstone experience that pesveludents the opportunity to apply
their leadership skills and develop career preparatssignments was found to be a
successful culmination of the leadership degregnara (Gifford, Cannon, Stedman, &
Telg, 2011) and provide opportunities for studéatshake meaning of their
undergraduate leadership degree (Moore, Odom, &\Wiel1l).

Specifically in the leadership classroom, educatelsson group or team projects to
study leadership. Students have reported posittitades toward group work and
application of leadership learning to a team exgrme (Coers, Lorensen, & Anderson,
2009; Weeks & Kelsey, 2007). Learning communitiéhiv the leadership classroom
have also been utilized, helping students develegnae of belonging and friendship
with their peers and providing a positive avenuexplore leadership concepts
(Nahavandi, 2006).

In the inaugural issue of tleurnal of Leadership Education, Huber (2002) stated the
importance for leadership educators to providevadgarning environments that prepare
learners for an ever-changing world. To meet theetations of students and the
demands for future leaders of change, the leagectdssroom has become a hybrid
environment that provides opportunities for studeatlearn leadership and then apply
their knowledge through experiential activities.

The idea of providing leadership students withairpurposeful experiences is not
necessarily a new concept. Edgar Dale createdathe af experience (1946) in which he
graphically represented different learning expeaxgsn Dale depicted the most influential
learning experiences, such as direct, firsthan@eapces, at the base of the cone and
lesser experiences, such as those occurring thneeripial symbols, at the top of the cone.
Dale’s original cone of experience contained tH¥ang categories starting at the tip
and moving toward the base: Verbal Symbols, ViSyahbols, Radio Recordings-Still
Pictures, Motion Pictures, Exhibits, Field Tripsggonstrations, Dramatic Participation,
Contrived Experiences, and Direct Purposeful Exgrexres. Dale (1970) noted,
“Difficulties arise when abstractions have inaddquUaundations...Because a verbal
symbol does not resemble anything the child caardee, he may have difficulty in
relating it to his own experience” (p. 98). SimitarDale’s cone of experience (1946),
high-impact practices seek to provide students wattcrete experiences as opposed to
more abstract experiences.

The purpose of this application brief is to desetive undergraduate leadership teaching
assistant (ULTA) experience as a high-impact pcadior undergraduates studying
leadership. This application brief uses the sixati@ristics of effective high-impact
practices (Kuh, 2008) as a framework for descriltiregundergraduate leadership
teaching assistant experience as it relates tghaimpact practice for undergraduates
studying leadership. Scholars suggest undergradeatting assistants provide a
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reciprocal benefit between faculty members andesitgd(Fingerson, & Culley, 2001;
Roberts, Lilly, & Rollins, 1995). The undergradusgaching assistant has been
compared to the experience of undergraduate rds€actalk, McGinnis, Harring,
Hendrickson, & Smith, 2009), which has been hiditkgl as a high-impact practice
(Kuh, 2008).

As universities become more transparent and budigeisish, faculties identify highly
motivated undergraduates to assist them with ceyfEemin, 2008). Faculty members
must remain innovative and find means to completesame teaching loads with fewer
resources. The ULTA experience is a potential ojymity for students to participate in a
high-impact practice while providing a service aodlty members.

Description of Application

At Texas A&M University, the Department of Agricutal Leadership, Education, and
Communications (ALEC) relies on ULTAS to suppomr ttore leadership education
coursework. The ALEC department has used ULTAsaaisgs instructional staffs for a
number of years. The experience supports the mofesole by helping with some of
the ordinary tasks of teaching: facilitating classivities, responding to student inquiries
outside of class, organizing papers, taking atteoelaand recording participation points.
Completing the routine yet purposeful and importasks, ULTAs provide instructors
with additional time to implement more meaningfyaperiences for students in their
courses. The ULTA is not a paid position; compédnsas in the form of course credit,
which is also graded by the instructor of the ULTA.TAs are usually selected by
faculty through an application process availablsttmlents enrolled in the course the
semester prior. Selection of ULTAs varies by cewsd instructor, but some consistent
criteria used in the selection process includealityuof assignments completed as a
student while enrolled in the course, attendancenaore importantly participation and
engagement in the course, demonstrated desirarno heore about leadership, and grade
in the course. In the ALEC department, ULTAs hageen roles:

1. Support the active learning components of leadprsbiirses.

2. Engage students in leadership learning.

3. Provide feedback to leadership students throughktopmes, conversations, and

discussions (face-to-face and online).

Serve as a mentor to students enrolled in leageczhirses.

Provide support to the leadership instructor irardg to attendance, class

activities, and assignments.

6. Serve as a role model for leadership students dgtipmg good classroom
behavior.

7. Integrate leadership learning from undergraduatddeship coursework into the
teaching assistant experience.

ok

The ULTA can also benefit tremendously from theezignce enabling them to deepen
their level of understanding of leadership concepis providing opportunities to lead
their peers in the classroom. Through the ULTA eigpee, students develop:
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knowledge of human cultures and the physical andrakworld, personal and social
responsibility, and integrative and applied leagnjduh, 2008). The objectives of the
ULTA experience within the ALEC department inclutie following:

1. Develop skills that will be valuable in a futureeer.
2. Deepen understanding of the leadership field afystu
3. Broaden points of view of teaching leadership.

4. Experience working with a diverse audience.

To accomplish their roles and responsibilities, BisTare required to attend and
participate in each class and weekly ULTA meeticgsnplete weekly activities,
readings, and journal activities, and an end-ofesdar portfolio. Weekly journal

prompts consist of the following topics: creatidrgaestions to engage students on the
topics, examples and ways to help students bettergtand the material, characteristics
they will try and model as an ULTA, leadership skdeveloped during the respective
week, leadership perspectives gained, and how tH&ldan apply what they have
learned that week to future roles.

The ULTAs email their journal reflections to thestructor prior to each weekly course
meeting or create a blog to document their weedgctions. Instructors discuss the
ULTA responses during meetings and provide feedbathke ULTASs during this time.
By reading the reflections, instructors can ast#es$JLTA’s learning over the course of
the semester (formatively) versus solely at theadrttle semester (summatively). The
reflections also give ULTAs the opportunity to saggdifferent ways of teaching the
content and thus help the instructor to stay camarpedagogies for teaching different
groups of students.

Discussion of the Outcomes

The purpose of this application brief is to desetiive ULTA experience as a high-
impact practice for undergraduates studying ledder3he ULTA experience was
examined using the framework of the six charadiesgpurported by Kuh (2008) in
regards to what makes a high- impact practice &¥ec

Characteristic 1. Considerabletime and effort to purposeful tasks; deepened
investment

Students who participate in an ULTA experience deoonsiderable amount of time
and are invested in the activity. Not only do stuid attend class, they complete weekly
journals and have weekly meetings with instructdysut journal content, participate in
leading small group discussions in class, teachecwnand assist the faculty member
with tasks. They also respond to student emailsraoairies outside of class time.
Characteristic 2: Demand interaction with faculty and peersover substantive

matters

The ULTA experience provides a more collaborating participatory approach to
learning than the traditional college class (Fisger& Culley, 2001). The relationship
built between a faculty member and an ULTA is apde@nnection where both members
rely on each other for support to effectively tettud college curricula. Students who
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participate in ULTA experiences gain a deeper ustdading of course material and
develop professional skills (Schalk et al., 2009).

Characteristic 3: Increased likelihood of experiencing diver sity

One of the specific objectives of the ULTA expegerat Texas A&M University in the
ALEC department is to experience working with aedse audience. Because ULTAs are
most often utilized in high-enrollment courses, likelihood of students experiencing
diversity through contact with people who are défg than themselves is great through
the ULTA experience. Students interact with albstiots in entire courses and they may
be challenged to develop ways of thinking and redpw to individuals who are

different than them. Differences may include racethnicity, but also include those
who differ in ways of thinking.

Characteristic 4: Frequent feedback about their performance

Because students work closely with faculty on &ydai weekly basis, there is an
opportunity to receive feedback. Weekly meetingsiafor ULTAs to have almost
immediate feedback on their behaviors and expegiedournal entries are turned in to
the instructor prior to the weekly meetings anddssion occurs about the reflections.
ULTA'’s questions and concerns are heard and instrsican seize the opportunity for
in-depth interactions with the ULTA during the wéekneetings.

Characteristic 5: Opportunitiesto see how learning worksin different settings

Serving as an ULTA provides a learning laboratarystudents to apply their academic
knowledge to their roles on the instructional sgaftl practice their skills with their peers.
One of the weekly journal questions prompts ULTAspply what they have learned
through their experience to other areas of thisr li

Characteristic 6: Better understanding of self in relation to others

The ULTA experience allows undergraduates the dppay to reflect on and modify
their personal goals which can lead to life-chaggrperiences such as being involved
in undergraduate research, getting involved ingesibnal organizations, and choosing to
attend graduate school. Developing an understgrafipersonal leadership strengths
and weaknesses has been identified as an impotgedtive for an agricultural
leadership program (Morgan, King, Rudd, & Kaufm213). At Texas A&M University
in the ALEC department, at least one ULTA decidedpply and attend graduate school
to further their study about leadership. This stidralued the opportunity as an ULTA
to gain experience in working with college studesrisa different level. The ULTA
experience opened up the eyes of this ULTA to thesibilities in teaching at the
collegiate level. Several other ULTAs have joirgeprofessional leadership organization
and become involved with undergraduate researcausecof their ULTA experience.

Reflections from Practitioners

“If we are to teach leadership as practice, we rotesite conditions in which leadership
can be practiced” (Ganz & Lin, 2012, p. 355). THeEMA experience provides students
with the opportunity to go beyond learning abouaership to acquiring leadership
through experiential learning. As Ganz and Lin 0doted, “learning leadership is far
more challenging than learning about leadership3§g). To accomplish the goal of
ULTAs learning leadership, instructors must intenélly design the experience so they
can ask questions at all levels of learning, medfelctive behaviors in the classroom,
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gain additional perspectives on leadership, andudate what they have learned. The
ULTA experience, when designed and implementect¥iely, has the potential to do
this as “students thus enjoy an opportunity torl@heir ‘practice’ in interaction with real
constituents, yet with access to coaching, feedbauk instruction” (Gan & Lin, 2012, p.
359).

High-impact practices should be intentional, easitggrated, and lead to essential
learning outcomes for students. The ULTA experiecaebe a highly synergistic
experience and lead to learning outcomes for stadbat better prepare them for future
careers. An ULTA experience includes a varietyesponsibilities and provides an
opportunity for leadership students to apply counsgerial and further develop their
understanding of personal leadership strengthsveadknesses, an important objective
for an agricultural leadership program (MorganlgtZ013).

Recommendationsfor Practice

It is important for faculty to remember the six chcteristics that make a high-impact
practice beneficial for students (Kuh, 2008). Shideengaging in high-impact practices
with faculty members report friendly and supportiretationships with the faculty
member (Kuh, 2008). For ULTA experiences to be higpact, students must interact
with faculty and peers over extended periods oétand receive feedback about their
performance (Kuh, 2008). For ULTAs to truly leaemadlership, instructors must model
leadership. This requires effort on the part ofittegructor to make time to meet with
students regularly about substantive matters ngldt the course as well as their
personal and professional leadership developmlestructors must hold regular
meetings and discuss ULTA journal entries and perémce to provide feedback to the
ULTA.

A high-impact practice requires students to inwiesé and effort (Kuh, 2008). The
ULTA in leadership education must make time to pregand assess course material.
Through preparation and assessment, an ULTA musiaje a purposeful relationship
with the faculty member to create a successfuldestdp environment for students.
Participation in high-impact practices also regastudents to reflect, evaluate their
perspectives, and make changes (Kuh, 2008). TheAldxperience requires an ULTA
to evaluate himself or herself as a leader andhate if any changes in values,
perceptions, or behaviors need to be modified kaeoe their leadership ability. It is
recommended that faculty consider a rigorous reéoent process that includes an
application. Factors to consider when recruitinglBk include the ability of ULTAS to
build rapport and relationships with instructoryes ULTAS, and students enrolled in
the course. Participating in the ULTA practice gmses the opportunities for students to
work with diverse groups of people and provide aetg of contexts to apply their
learning (Kuh, 2008). Faculty should also evaluaie well potential ULTAs understand
course material, not only the grade they receinetie class, but their passion for the
subject matter. The ability of potential ULTAs tewlop skills in facilitation and record
keeping should also be considered as these sigllgaaamount to helping the faculty
member be better organized in the classroom.
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It is also recommended that instructors have UL&a#snd a training session prior to the
start of the semester. If instructors are at aelangstitution where multiple ULTAS are
being used in multiple courses, multiple instrustoould work together to deliver the
training to all ULTAs each semester rather thanviddal instructors working only with
their ULTAs to avoid duplication of effort. If this not possible, it is recommended that
instructors use time within regularly scheduled timgs to infuse content related to
teaching methods and classroom management.

The ULTA experience will not be a high-impact preetavailable to a large number of
students. Leadership instructors should explaeitiht ratio for their needs. If there are
too many ULTAs, the ULTA may feel underutilized amak see the maximum effect of
the experience. If there are not enough ULTAsUh&A may feel over-utilized and
frustrated with the amount of work they are doifilge ratio of ULTASs to students
enrolled varies in the ALEC department at Texas A&Niversity, but an average range
would be about one ULTA for every 30-40 student®ked. Another factor to consider
in regard to number of ULTAS is the time requirede¢ad the ULTA journals weekly.
Ensuring the ULTA experience is beneficial for botktructor and student does take
time initially, but once the semester begins anith Iparties have developed a
relationship, the process becomes synergistic arntdatty reinforcing as the journals can
provide immediate and valuable feedback to theuostr.
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