FOLLOW THE LEADER

By Derrin Cramer

A conversation last year set me thinking. | had been
chatting with my brother about the challenges and rewards
of life with gifted children with the conversation drifting
to leadership and later to the role that community youth
organisations played in developing leadership potential
when we were young. He commented that some people
seem to have natural leadership ability while others will do
better if they can find someone who can ‘lead’ them. We
then mused about how young people could get to know
what characteristics or leadership style they might need to
look for in the person who might best ‘lead’ them.

By living in Silicon Valley (California) my brother is in a
perfect position to observe the potential of some of the
most gifted people | have had the privilege to meet. While
many are innovative, they aren't all leaders. This is despite
many of them growing up at a time, and in an environment,
where their childhood had included involvement in the
youth focused community groups we had been talking
about.

In my work with families and gifted children in Western
Australia, | meet a lot of kids with amazing potential. Some
of them show signs of leadership from a young age, others
are expending a lot of energy trying not to ‘stand out’ and
are not likely to step up to leadership opportunities at this
point in their lives. Some parents wonder what happened
to all the early leadership potential their children showed.

The more | thought about all this, the more complex things
became.

o What do we really mean by ‘leadership’'?

e How comfortable are we with the idea of
‘following’?

* Does gender play a part?

* Who should be developing
leadership abilities and how
would you go about it
anyway?

¢ Does falling
participation
in groups
like
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Scouts or youth focused community groups mean
that we need to look more diligently for other
opportunities?

After many hours reading, | was not much wiser. It seems
there are as many definitions of ‘leadership’ as there are for
‘creativity’. Itis further complicated by the fact that the same
words are often used to mean different things depending
on the setting. (Not too different to talking about issues
relating to giftedness in many ways | guess.) Leadership is
discussed in relation to business and management (most
often); the church; community service; self actualisation
and personal development; and just occasionally, in relation
to children and youth. Obviously each perspective brings a
different viewpoint to the conversation.

To try to clarify things a little, | decided to tap the thoughts
of a group of parents of gifted children and some teachers
who work with the gifted here in WA. After all it was
leadership in this context that had first caught my interest.
Finally, with their answers in addition to my reading, things
began to become a little clearer. This group of parents
all have highly gifted children of school age and their
comments provided insight into their own experiences as
well as their children. There were still a wide range of views
but some very insightful comments and some patterns
emerged.

In A Nutshell

While what we might consider to be ‘good leadership’
varies according to the situation, there are some
common elements that seem to form the
foundations. Intelligence, creativity, ‘big picture
thinking’, good interpersonal skills, sound
moral foundations, initiative, self belief,
good communication skills, empathy
and independence of thought are
mentioned widely. The ability to
inspire others,

to organise and influence
them in a way they
see as beneficial

and to ‘steer the
ship' towards
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a common goal. Being competent, compassionate and
benevolent also seem to be important.

The Historical Perspective

Leadership is not a new skill. Its origins are probably linked
to the survival and to the environments of our ancestors.
Such a development has led to some innate preferences
for particular characteristics in our leaders. Historically,
we seem to lean towards tall, fit and healthy leaders
with a bias towards males. As threats to groups tend to
have been resolved by force throughout history, it is not
difficult to imagine how this has come about. However,
where internal conflict arose, it seems that the women
were looked to as more effective leaders with their more
personal and communal leadership style.

As humanity moved from a hunter gatherer lifestyle to
a more settled agricultural life the power and influence
of societies’ leaders also changed. The influence of a
nomadic leader is likely to have been limited to their area
of particular expertise while a more authoritarian style
evolved where those who controlled surplus crops held
great power and status in later times. The characteristics
and traits associated with higher reasoning that we tend to
look for in leaders today were probably equally valued by
our ancestors.

Leadership in Our Children?

Although children have had less
experience in the world and
therefore less time to develop their
skills than adults, the essence of
the behaviours considered as signs
of leadership ability can be seen
from an early age and become
more refined over time.

While some of these characteristics

may be part of the child's personality, the environment plays
a significant part in how effectively they develop during
their school years. The opportunity for gifted children
to work together, to feel comfortable and feel secure
can make a big difference in how willing they are to
take on leadership opportunities.

Conformity, Creativity and Divergence

Creativity is frequently listed as a characteristic of leadership.
It appeared, along with a capacity for non conformity,
among characteristics identified by Leta Hollingsworth
nearly eighty years ago. Whole books are devoted to ‘team
challenges’ requiring creative thinking and are designed to
develop skills in leading a group.

However, society places great value on conformity and
creative/divergent thinkers are the ones most likely to feel
under pressure to ‘normalise’. These are the kids that
are often unlikely to find regular outlets for their abilities
at school. Are we likely then to encourage this important
leadership skill in our children? A comment by a parent
about whether teachers value leadership behaviours in
children is telling: Most do. So long as the child follows
the rules.

Boys and Girls

Do we view the way the children behave differently
according to whether the child involved is a boy or girl?

The quotes following speak volumes.

It was Sam’s first day at Kindergarten, starting mid
term. At the end of the day the teacher commented
that Sam had taken charge of a game in the sandpit,
organising the other children even without being
familiar as yet with their names.

€€ Some parents wonder
what happened to all the
early leadership potential

their children showed. 99

Kim sat back and watched the interactions between
the children in a group before speaking up and
negotiating an alternative way to include everyone
in the game. No-one had thought of it before but
now the nervous child with less developed skills
could also be included and play.

While we value assertiveness as a leadership skill it seems
to be more readily accepted in boys than it is in girls.
Amongst Sylvia Rimm’s list of the top ten problems that
women and girls face in becoming successful is the fact
that leadership is seen as unfeminine with female leaders
often called ‘bossy’ or ‘aggressive’.

Differences in the way we perceive behaviour in boys and
girls might be tied in part to their language ability. Comments
that; boys just ‘take charge and do it' compared to girls
who are more likely to seek group consensus; that boys
generally tend towards an action focus while girls lean
towards a verbal approach and more subtly engage in
social engineering to get others on side, came from both
parents and teachers. Interestingly, this group of parents
considered that it was the boys who appeared ‘'bossy’,
teling people what to do rather than listening to other
ideas. While action is clearer it is also less inclusive.

In addition to the role that gender plays in our perception
potential leaders, in a multicultural society a greater
awareness of the role that culture
plays is also helpful. This is
especially the case where the
child's culture differs from that of
their teacher.

Popularity and Leadership

These two concepts are often used
in the same breath. Sometimes it is
difficult to work out which comes
first — being popular or becoming popular by demonstrating
skills of leadership. Parents and teachers mentioned many
ways that children become popular — some by following the
most popular person, some by charisma or energy, some
by risk taking or negative behaviour. However, popularity
isn’t necessarily a sign of leadership ability, suggest parents
(in relation to the election of student leaders).

One parent described the difference this way:

A popular person makes decisions that make others
happy, a leader teaches others that a good decision has
been made for all. Tough decisions are not mainstream.

Followership

In our life, although most us will have the opportunity to lead
at some point either in our home, our community, at work
or as a role model, we are destined to be followers much
of the time. Followership as a skill is no less important than
leadership. In fact the effectiveness of a leader is largely
dependent on the willingness and consent of the followers.
Without followers, there can be no leaders. Effective
followers display critical thinking skills, have a clear idea
of their role, are committed to the group and continue to
develop their skills.

As parents are we looking for these skills in our children?

Comments by parents illustrate how followership skills
might be needed:

To support and follow through on 'someone else’s
dream or idea is often necessary for the idea to come
to fruition. The ability to break down someone else’s
big picture concept into smaller more manageable
chunks is a great gift. How can it be a lesser skill?
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