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ABSTRACT
The Farnsworth Leadership Institute (FLI Club) is a unique multifaceted program designed to provide meaningful opportunities for young people to develop their awareness, interaction and mastery of leadership skills across multiple ages of childhood and adolescence.  Each of these three stages of leadership development comprises of a group of behaviors that generally show a progression toward more advanced uses of leadership ability (van Linden, J. Fertman, C, 1998). While the primary learners in the FLI Club experience are middle school students, the FLI club uniquely provides a combination of environments where children and adolescents can progress through the stages of leadership development.  Multiple layers of ages and stages of leadership development and opportunities for involvement helps participants see themselves, and be seen by others, as leaders. Regardless of age, ethnicity or family dynamics all young people have a need to be seen as independent and provide meaningful contribution to their environments.  (Kress, 2004)  From early childhood to young adulthood, opportunities for youth to engage in their communities, act as leaders among peers and younger youth, and develop their roles as independent beings are critical to their development.  

Situation: Sheboygan County is not unique in its need to strengthen the number and quality of opportunities for youth to engage in their communities. Like young people from across the nation, Sheboygan County youth rank lowest in Search Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets related to Empowerment.  Administration, Counselors and Educators at Farnsworth Middle School have been seeking opportunities to increase student’s engagement in their school as leaders, especially those students who may not have access to out of school programming. The scarcity of relevant literature reflects a general lack of effective student leadership models in schools (Ackerman, 1997). The FLI Club meets and exceeds these needs as a weekly afterschool leadership development program. 
Research on youth programs that meet adolescent needs emphasize the importance of providing support for youth to engage in activities that make a difference in communities and for communities to take young people seriously (National Research Council, 2002).  Despite increased emphasis on such efforts, much of the general public does not perceive youth as having the values, motivation, or competence to contribute to civic life.  A national survey of youth assets conducted by Search Institute in 2000 documented that only 25% of youth perceive that their communities value youth; 28% of youth believe that youth are given useful roles in the community (Search Institute, 2000).  Sheboygan County youth also responded to this survey related to the presence of the 40 Developmental Assets in their lives and within their communities.  Local results reflected a limited sense of belonging  and feeling of value by young people in relation to their schools and communities.  
Students are recruited to participate in FLI Club as seventh graders. Guidance counselors, teachers, and administration initially identify 35-40 seventh grade students who have demonstrated leadership potential within their school but are not likely to be members of another program where these leadership skills can be developed. They are asked to identify students who may be leaders among their peers, despite the possibility that they do not always lead their peers positively.  While some non-positional leadership is negative in its impact on school culture, there is also a great untapped potential of positive student leadership in many young people who do not run for office, join clubs, or play on teams (Ackerman, 1997).  Since its inception the program has included a diverse group of young people including 38 youth of whom 18% Hispanic, 8% Asian, 5% Black and the remainder of students white. Farnsworth Middle School serves a diverse community including a 2010-2011 population of students that is made up of 67% White, 15% Hispanic, 14% Asian, 3% Black and the remaining 1% other races. Of these 2010-2011 enrolled students 50% were considered to be from economically disadvantages circumstances. 

This program reaches more than just its core group of seventh grade participants. A select number of participants are invited to return to the program to participate and serve as “Junior Advisors.” Junior Advisors are eighth grade students who serve as role models to the seventh graders and play a large role in the facilitation and discussion of weekly leadership lessons. Since the addition of eight grade advisors to FLI Club, the time and discomfort in forming relationships with new participants has significantly decreased.  
Additionally, the program utilizes college and high school students as mentors. These older youth and young adults currently hold leadership responsibilities or have had ample access to leadership development programs in their past.  These students are recruited from groups like Student Council, National Honor Society, Rotary Interact Club, College Education Students and the 4-H Community Club.  These students complete training of ages and stages of middle school students, receive clear communication regarding expectations and strategies for modeling positive leadership behaviors and support for program behavior management. These older youth and young adults help to plan, prepare and facilitate the weekly leadership lessons and the leadership experiences. 

At an elementary age level, K-5th grade students involved in an afterschool program at one of two local elementary schools are also connected to the FLI Club program as participants or as afterschool advisors (class leaders) in their school’s program. FLI Club participants practice their leadership skills by leading and teaching, making decisions, solving problems, working as a team, and communicating during this commitment. Each month they plan, lead and evaluate a lesson delivered to one of two Elementary Afterschool Programs. This unique opportunity not only provides the middle school participants an opportunity to practice their skills, but it provides the elementary school students with role models and an opportunity to bridge the gap between elementary and middle school that sometimes exists. 

The FLI Club reaches across a neighborhood in South Sheboygan that is home to a large number of Hispanic and Hmong families.  The four schools connected to the program represent a natural progression of educational institutions for a child growing up in this neighborhood. Sheridan and Longfellow Elementary Schools are both schools within the neighborhood of Farnsworth Middle School. In addition Farnsworth Middle School Students are likely to be attending Sheboygan South High School where mentors are recruited. Finally, UW-Sheboygan is our local 2-year college campus and a site for adult education an outreach. The link between all of these educational institutions provides a strong connection for students to their neighborhood and opportunities for engagement in their community. 

Objectives: By implementing a multilayered leadership development program, young people in Sheboygan County have had the opportunity to lead, teach, serve, and impact their community.  By selecting three targeted groups of youth with varied levels of experience in leadership, the FLI Club provides developmentally appropriate opportunities for leadership development and experiential practice to youth representing a cross-section of ages and abilities. 
Each year the program includes several short-term objectives including: 

1. Increased awareness of the capacity for youth to impact their communities.

2. Assess and identify leadership skills and knowledge deficits among youth participants.

3. Increase leadership skills and knowledge necessary to impact the community positively.

The long-term objectives of the FLI Club program are identified as:  
1. Youth envision themselves as having an active role in their community. 
2. Youth utilize developed skills and knowledge to engage in their schools and community. 
Methods: Seventh and Eighth grade participants meet once each week for an hour after school.  With support from a teacher-advisor within the school, students transition from their school-day to this casual classroom environment.  The UW-Extension 4-H Youth Development Educator and the mentors lead and facilitate educational activities to teach the identified leadership skills.  These leadership skills, include basic teamwork components, problem solving, decision-making, communication and more.  Which skills are focused on varies based on the initial assessment of leadership skills among the participants.

At least one program per month involves the middle school participants leading and teaching activities to nearly 70 students in the elementary school afterschool program.  Lessons throughout the month are designed to help the middle school participants plan and prepare for the opportunity to practice the leadership skills they are learning.  In addition, the 4-H Youth Development Educator guides students to seek out other opportunities to engage in the local community through service projects, leadership opportunities or as civic observers.  The leadership skill lessons come from commonly taught activities geared toward youth leaders as well as lesson plans developed by the 4-H Youth Development Educator.  Eighth grade advisors often take on a leadership role in the delivery of these lessons.  Working with this core group of participants requires 2-3 hours of program planning and at least an hour of face-to-face time with participants each week.

In preparation for their role as mentors, college and high school students are required to participate in two, 2-hour orientation workshops.  These workshops, held before the start of the program and mid-year, prepare students for the developmental stages of middle school youth, stress the focus on positive youth development and orient mentors to the objectives of the overall program.  In facilitating this orientation the Educator uses materials from the 4-H Youth Protection/Volunteer orientation workshop as well as afterschool staff training resources such as Tools of the Trade I. Mentors are provided an in depth overview of their responsibilities and expectations as mentors in the program to ensure they are prepared to actively engage with the students while maintaining boundaries fit to their roles. The 4-H Youth Development Educator must also be available for coaching and overall support of the mentors involved in the program.
Finally, the elementary school participants select afterschool advisors among their peers (1-2 per grade) early in the school year.  Throughout a weekly 4-H afterschool program, these students are given various roles and responsibilities above and beyond their peer participants.  These responsibilities range from seemingly simple tasks like handing out nametags and materials to providing meaningful input into the direction of the program and soliciting input from their class groups.  Likewise, upon the arrival of the FLI Club at the end of the month, these advisors often assist 7th & 8th grade students in leading and teaching the program activities.  Strategic progression of leadership and connections between the role of afterschool advisors, FLI Club members, junior advisors, and older youth mentor is made frequently.

Each of the program objectives are evaluated using multiple methods. Using the existing measurement of 40 Developmental Assets, a determination as to young people’s feelings of their capacity to impact their communities is made. As previously indicated, these surveys currently indicate that youth do not feel a sense of empowerment. A post-program survey of assets among program participants will reflects the impact of participation in FLI Club regarding their feeling of empowerment.

A pre-post assessment identifies the skills and knowledge of youth participants of FLI Club, 8th grade Junior Advisors, and Elementary Afterschool Advisors related to leadership. Low-scoring skills and components are used as the focus of education throughout the program. Pre and Post assessments of the leaderships skills that students felt they possessed were used to collect data at the beginning of each program year (October 2009 and 2010; n=36) and again at the close of the program (May 2010 and 2011; n=28). These results indicate that participants increased their understanding of several leadership skill domains such as relationship building, communication, planning and organizing, and group process. 

An assessment of leadership skills at the beginning of the program reflect that 53% of participants were confident they knew what leadership skills they possessed. Throughout the program students were reminded of the various skills that are involved in leadership. Each month a new skill was focused on and opportunities were given to develop each skill. At the close of the program, 86% of participants felt confident that they knew the leadership skills they possessed (an increase of 33%). 

Likewise, at the start of the program, only 43% of participants indicated that they were willing to share what motivated them with others. After having the opportunity to teach and lead younger youth at least once a month and develop an understanding of what motivates them students gained an appreciation for leading others by understanding better how to motivate them. At the close of the program 86% of participants indicated that they were willing to share what motivates them with others (an increase of 43%). 

At the start of the program just about half, or 48%, of the students felt they knew how to change a weakness they had into a strength. Throughout the program mentors and staff shared strategies that had to do with reframing deficits and building upon strengths to manage those skills that are challenging when leading and teaching others. At the close of the program 83% of participants indicated that they knew how to change a weakness they had into a strength (an increase of 35%).  

Communication is an integral part of leadership and leadership development. When we began the program 53% of participants indicated that they understood the importance of good communication and 30% knew the elements of good communication. Communication skills were explored through group activities, experiences with leading and teaching and developing relationships with the older youth mentors. At the close of the program 93% of participants indicated that they understood the importance of good communication (an increase of 40%) and 77% indicated that they knew the elements of good communication (an increase of 47%). 

Finally, 57% of participants indicated in the pre-program assessment that they knew the advantages of working with a team. 43% of participants knew the various roles that one can play on a team. The group worked on teamwork skills throughout the program in practice and focused heavily on these skills for at least one month. At the close of the program 71% of participants knew the advantages of working on a team (an increase of 14%) and 71% knew the various roles that one can play on a team (an increase of 28%).
In addition to the pre-post survey, examples from program lessons and experiences are collected including responses on lesson handouts, leadership planning tools, and photos of the lessons and leadership experiences. Reflection activities throughout the program capture written, pictorial and verbal feedback regarding growth and development of leadership skills. In addition, adult staff and mentors are asked to record observations about student’s exchanges with one another and any growth witnessed. 

Long term objectives are evaluated through focus group discussions. Youth participants are likely to be involved in these programs for two or more years. Focus group discussions capture any change in their level of engagement in the community as a result of the program’s impact and their confidence in their leadership development. Past participants are contacted to join these focus group discussions and/or provide information verbally or in writing regarding the programs impact on their level of engagement in their communities. 

Implications:  The FLI Club allows young people to develop leadership skills across multiple ages of childhood and adolescence while guiding youth through the progression of the stages of leadership development.  Engaging youth at various levels of their chronological, physical and emotional development into the development of leadership skills is likely to increase the success of engaging youth in meaningful ways in their community. In addition, this program utilizes the often untapped resources of students who are least likely to join other clubs, councils, and honors. 
The program requires dedication in time and relationship building. Recruiting mentors and ensuring they have a meaningful role requires ongoing communication and diligence. There is significant room for growth and development in this program related to the recruitment and retention of older youth and young adult mentors. The number and dedication of well-developed leaders is lacking. The successful leaders that do exist are often being pulled in multiple directions of extra-curricular activities, schoolwork and post-secondary education. Finally, many older youth leaders are not currently engaged in opportunities to work across stages of development. 
The 4-H Youth Development Program boasts of several successful mentoring, leadership and citizenship programs. Few of these, however, utilize a cross-section of childhood and adolescent ages. Those that do, have mostly documented success in traditional and often rural communities, but have not bridged the gaps within our diverse, often underserved, youth audiences.  The increase in culturally competent leadership skills for these students supports their natural development and meets their needs for practicing independence. Meeting the need for youth to be independent in a positive way increases the likelihood that they are able to withstand negative peer influence and seek out and maintain healthy relationships and social supports.  Multiple layers of ages and stages of leadership development and opportunities for involvement helps participants see themselves, and be seen by others, as leaders.
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