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SECTION 1

ABOUT THE PROGRAM

Short-term Outcomes Intermediate Outcomes Long-term Outcomes

• Practice effective leadership
behaviors

• Participate in the development
of a school legacy project

• Serve on school/community
groups

• Engage in high school culture/
climate change

• Implement a school legacy
project

• Increased participation in
leadership positions within the
school

• School climate change
• Engage in high school culture/

climate change

• Legacy project impacts
• Serve on school/community

groups
• Increased graduation rates
• Engage in high school culture/

climate change
• Engage with opportunities in

their post-graduation settings

High-quality youth leadership programs provide substantial benefits to both young people and their communities.  More 
specifically, youth leaders demonstrate improved high school completion rates, fewer problem behaviors, enhanced civic 
engagement and increased self-esteem, which make them better able to solve community problems (Bloomberg et al., 
2003; O’Brien & Kohlmeier, 2003). Yet, many youth leadership programs target only a small, select group of students and 
are offered by extra-curricular, youth serving organizations. This structure results in minimal leadership opportunities for 
a larger percentage of youth, not typically tapped for formal leadership training.

In an effort to empower more young people, The J.W. Fanning Institute for Leadership Development (Fanning) has 
partnered with schools to provide customized leadership programs to broader youth audiences. Fanning's approach to 
leadership development is built on the knowledge that civic engagement is critical for positive youth outcomes. Combining 
leadership skill development and civic engagement, Fanning faculty have effectively integrated authentic youth voice with 
instruction and reflection to enrich the learning environment and strengthen schools.

One such partnership has led to increased student involvement and higher graduation rates at one Georgia high school. 
In 2015, Fanning faculty began working with school administration at Walnut Grove High School in Walton County to 
provide leadership instruction, combined with strategic planning, to approximately 215 students over five years. This 
process allowed a space for students to identify areas for school growth and develop a plan to move the school forward, 
which has led to five new "legacy" projects designed and facilitated by students.  School climate has improved and 
graduation rates have increased 15.3 percentage points.  

The objective was to support students and faculty in the development of leadership skills through a multi-phased and 
comprehensive approach in order to improve school climate, student achievement and behavior outcomes.  This was 
accomplished through:
• Faculty professional development,
• Student leadership development through a formal training program and exposure to leadership constructs in

daily classroom instruction, and
• Engaging youth in project planning to strengthen the school community.
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SECTION 2

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
From its inception in 2015, the Student Steering Committee leadership program at Walnut Grove High School 
(WGHS) combined leadership training with civic engagement to build school community and generate lasting 
impact. Data from the program demonstrates that not only did students learn effective leadership behaviors 
such as communication and collaboration, they applied those learnings directly into their school environment, 
generating wide-reaching impacts through school “legacy projects.”

Once implementing the leadership program and training 12 teachers to implement leadership curriculum into 
the classroom, WGHS saw improvements in attendance and graduation rates.

216 5
students received leadership 
training

school legacy projects created 
through the program

Projects included daily student recognitions at the school, an annual Warrior Day for 11th and 12th grade 
students, a mentoring program between high school students and younger students, a new esports team to 
compete in the Georgia High School Association, and “Food Truck Friday.”

C to B4,000
school climate at WGHS 
increased

WGHS students benefited from 
the legacy projects

WGHS Principal Sean Callahan said, “We have seen school climate improve, students stay in school, become 
more involved and take ownership of their school, which all lead to achievement.”

Individually, students reported learning stronger communication skills, increased effectiveness in working in 
teams, and stronger conflict management skills that they applied in and out of the classroom.

One student said, “I have become a leader on our Cross Country and track teams, along with clubs such as TSA. 
I have also become a leader at my job.”

Meanwhile, teachers stated they improved skills for working more effectively with students and fellow faculty.

One teacher said, “Understanding myself better has allowed me to think more deeply about what I am asking 
the students to do.”

This collaboration has received national attention, having won the University Economic Development 
Association (UEDA) National Award of Excellence, Judges Award from UEDA in 2019. Moving forward, this 
program presents a clear opportunity for how a similar initiative can work in other regional or institutional 
contexts.

16%15.3%
attendance increase that WGHS saw 
from 2018-19

increase in the school’s graduation 
rate from 2014 to 2019, 
reaching 93.6%
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SECTION 3

METHODOLOGY
Student Leadership Engagement

During the summer of 2015, Fanning faculty and WGHS administration developed an implementation plan 
for a Student Steering Committee leadership program to begin in the fall of 2015. Four modules from 
Fanning’s signature Youth Leadership in Action (YLIA) curriculum were selected based on the issues most 
relevant to WGHS students. Modules chosen were: Understanding Leadership, Communicating Effectively, 
Conflict Management, and Setting Goals and Making Decisions.  In addition to leadership instruction, 
students were encouraged to give feedback on school culture, identify areas for school improvement, and work 
with administration to develop a plan to address the issues.

In the 2015-2016 school year, 64 students participated in the Student Steering Committee leadership 
program. Fanning provided eight onsite sessions, four each during both the fall and spring semesters. Sessions 
were equally divided between leadership instruction and strategic planning for creation of a “legacy project” 
the Steering Committee would implement under the guidance of WGHS faculty.

In 2016, Fanning developed a “next level” leadership training in response to student desire to continue serving 
after completion of the Steering Committee. The inaugural Student Steering Board, composed of students that 
had served on the Steering Committee, worked with the school to implement the committee’s ideas and 
received additional leadership training. 

During the 2017, 2018 and 2019 school years, Fanning continued to offer leadership training to incoming 
Student Steering Committee and Student Steering board members. Trainings took place in fall semester to 
leave spring semester open to implement legacy projects.

Teacher Professional Development

In 2017 and 2018, Fanning provided leadership instruction to 95 WGHS faculty members. Objectives for the 
training were to assist teachers in identifying their own leadership styles and preferences, explore tools and 
techniques to infuse a culture of leadership into classroom learning, and discuss best practices for authentic 
youth engagement. All professional development opportunities took place during pre-planning for the faculty 
and staff. 

In addition, 12 English/Language Arts faculty became certified to teach three YLIA modules within their 
content courses - Communicating Effectively, Appreciating Differences, and Managing Conflict.
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SECTION 4

RESULTS & FINDINGS
Student Leadership Engagement

The evaluation and impact effort began with simple student satisfaction surveys, which yielded positive results. 
After the first two cohorts of 64 students completed the Student Steering Committee program, participants 
expressed interest in continuing their leadership growth. The administration was supportive of a second level 
opportunity and the Student Steering Board was created.  

Data collection in year three included a retrospective pre-post assessment to measure perceived individual 
increase in leadership skills. The assessment included ten quantitative and four qualitative questions asking 
students to reflect on skills gained through participation. Quantitative questions were scored using a five-point 
Likert scale.  Results from 92 students showed an increase in the mean score from a low of 1.9 to a high of 3.9 
in perceived gain in each leadership skill area. This is a statistically significant gain over two cohorts of Student 
Steering Committee participants.  For the 2019 cohort, skill gains also increased. The pre/post responses to the 
following question showed that of the 32 students who responded to the evaluation, 31 of those students 
increased their knowledge either some or substantially.

On a scale of 1-4, 1 being you knew nothing about the skill and 4 being you knew a substantial amount, rate 
your knowledge BEFORE/AFTER this program:

Students qualitatively responded to open-ended questions regarding perceived skill increase, skills already 
utilized, and skills that will be most helpful to them in the future. Overwhelmingly, students reported an 
increase in their communication ability with both peers and adults. Finally, responses noted an increased 
ability to work as an effective team member and manage conflict positively. When asked if they had observed 
any of these skills in their classrooms or community, students reported an increase in their public speaking 
ability and the capability to understand different perspectives. 

Student responses:

“I learned how to be a more effective team member and team leader.”        
“I have gained the skill of perception and listening when leading. I’ve realized it is important to know  
the people you are trying to lead and to listen to their concerns and opinions.”      
“I have learned how my leadership style affects others and how I can improve on communicating with 
others while using my own brand of leadership.”        
“After participating in the WGHS steering committee, I have learned how to strengthen my leadership 
skills, how to manage conflict, how to set goals, and how to implement actions thru planning.” 
“I have become a leader on our Cross Country and track teams, along with clubs such as TSA. I have 
also become a leader at my job.”

Members of the Student Steering Board (SSB) were the first to extend their learned leadership skills to create 
a mission, vision and bylaws for future Steering Committee members. This group continued to lead 
implementation efforts for the committee’s “legacy projects” and was integral to providing student feedback in 
the strategic planning process. Since its inception, 53 students have participated as board members.  

As this program prepares future leaders in our state, we asked students to reflect on what skills they think will 
be most helpful in their future careers. The comments reflected an understanding of positive conflict 
management skills with people who may have different viewpoints. Students consider the increase in goal 
setting skills as helpful to being more effective team members and leaders.  
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Students also noted that they will be more prepared for college and the workforce through the deeper 
understanding of their personal leadership styles. Principal Sean Callahan stated, “Education should be 
about teaching students to be productive, work with others and impact their environment. Together [with 
Fanning], we have created something that fits our school and our goals.”  

A snapshot of leadership program participation is shown in Table 2.

Table 2
WGHS by the numbers

Category Number
Student Steering Committee Participants 216
Student Steering Board Participants 37 unique students (+2019)
Teachers receiving professional development 107
# of Fanning Instructional Hours 135
# of legacy projects 5
2019 Graduation Rate 93.6% (15.3% increase since 2014)
2019 School Grade Report B (up from C in 2015-2018)
2019 School Attendance 16% increase from 2018-2019

Feedback from student participants includes the following about the leadership program:
      “The program has definitely made me a better leader and more confident. Without it, I would probably   
       still be shy or in my shell.”
     “I have learned how my leadership style affects others and how I can improve communicating with others 
     while using my own brand of leadership.”
     “After participating in the WGHS steering committee, I have learned how to strengthen my leadership 
     skills, how to manage conflict, how to set goals, and how to implement actions through planning.” 
     “Since I graduated, the program has helped me voice my opinion and how to find out different ideas on 
     how to change problems, make them better”
     “It taught us a lot about how to work together and we weren’t just working together, we were working 
     with people that we probably haven’t even talked to before.”  

Legacy Projects

One unique component to the student leadership program is the development of student-led and student-run 
“legacy projects.” Since 2015, five projects have been designed and facilitated by students. Projects led by 
students that continue today include an annual Warrior Day, the Walnut Grove ESports Club, Food Truck 
Friday, and a student recognition program called “Everyday Warrior.” The outreach of each project is included 
in Table 3. 

Table 3
Legacy Project Student Outreach

Legacy Project Student Outreach
Annual Warrior Day Over 600 students (all 11th and 12th grade students each year)
Everyday Warrior 3,725 students receiving recognition 
Warriors Leading Warriors 62 students trained as mentors to younger students
WHGS ESports Club Official GHSA sport beginning in 2018 with a teacher sponsor 

and reaching the state finals in year 1.
Food Truck Friday 2 held pre-pandemic with a plan for 21-22 school year
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Additionally, the view of “youth as passive recipients” has moved to “youth as active partners” for WGHS 
faculty. Through authentic youth engagement, students have been given a voice to discuss school-based issues 
and have been empowered to develop plans to address the issues. Results from this initiative indicate that 
environments that emphasize youth-adult partnerships and promote civic responsibility will benefit not only 
youth participants, but also school communities. 

“We have seen school climate improve, students stay in school, become more involved and take ownership of 
their school, which all lead to achievement,” Principal Callahan said.

Teacher Professional Development

Following the success of the first two years, the principal saw an opportunity to impact faculty by offering 
personal leadership development and a workshop describing strategies for infusing leadership into everyday 
instruction.  

He ensured 12 teachers received certification in the YLIA curriculum to offer leadership training for all 
students. In an online survey, administered a year following the workshops, teachers stated that the leadership 
exploration had provided them skills for working more effectively with students and fellow faculty.

Teachers shared the following: 
     “It’s taken me to another level of leadership in the school.  Just like the kids have grown in their leadership 
     role, I feel like I have too.”.
    “I’ve used these results when working with both students and parents. It’s helped me be more aware that 
     my personality style may not match others and I believe that helps me work more effectively.”
    “Understanding myself better has allowed me to think more deeply about what I am asking the students to 
     do.” 

SECTION 5

DISCUSSION
Many youth leadership programs take place over a limited period of time and target a small group of high 
achieving young people who are usually close to graduation or college-aged. The collaboration between Fanning 
and WGHS has yielded a program that is open to all students, regardless of academic or grade level, and has 
developed leadership capacity school-wide. Additionally, the training format which combines leadership skill 
development at all levels with civic participation is a new and different way to approach individual and school 
improvement. 

Numerous research articles support the effect of leadership training on the individual, but less is known about the 
impact it can have on an entire school. This program has yielded positive effects on school climate and student 
achievement, but also allowed the Student Steering Committee and Board to develop several impactful projects 
that they will leave to WGHS as their “legacy.” These projects will continue to impact students even when current 
committee members graduate. 

Finally, the view of “youth as passive recipients” has moved to “youth as active partners” for WGHS faculty. 
Through authentic youth engagement, students have been given a voice to discuss school-based issues and have 
been empowered to develop plans to address the issues. Results from this initiative indicate that environments 
that emphasize youth-adult partnerships and promote civic responsibility will benefit not only youth participants, 
but also school communities. “We have seen school climate improve, students stay in school, become more 
involved and take ownership of their school, which all lead to achievement,” Principal Callahan said.
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SECTION 6

IMPLICATIONS & NEXT STEPS

This project aligned both with Public Service and Outreach’s mission to “enhances quality of life in Georgia by 
applying the knowledge of the University to the state’s evolving economic, social, and community needs” and Fan-
ning’s dedication to “strengthen communities, organizations, and individuals through leadership development.”

The collaboration between Walnut Grove High School and the Fanning Institute demonstrates the effect that 
leadership development can have on student achievement and school climate.  This is promising as local and 
state school administrators are searching for ways to improve outcomes for youth.  This project won the Uni-
versity Economic Development Association (UEDA) National Award of Excellence, Judges Award from UEDA 
in 2019.

The WGHS Student Steering Committee began with a vision of increasing leadership capacity across a broad 
group of students and grew into an initiative impacting every level of the school. The Steering Committee 
leadership training is easily replicable to any high school. The logistics of scaling the leadership development 
to include a second level training for students, legacy projects that impacts the entire student body, and teach-
er leadership development is also replicable in other high school settings. However, the significance of buy-in 
from the school administration in this type of programming must not be understated. 

The vision Dr. Callahan had for his students and the work he continued to foster through his sustained rela-
tionship with the Fanning Institute is not as common in other high schools. His concern about the future of 
both students and faculty at his school, of providing opportunities to increase their personal leadership devel-
opment, is a critical piece to the success and replicability of a program like this. 

Sustained relationships and patience, to know that positive outcomes may take several years of intervention, is 
challenging for anyone working in education. The impact of this work on both students and faculty however, is 
clear in both qualitative and qualitative evaluation responses. The persistence, to honor the vision of the type 
of school climate that is best for students and faculty, is an opportunity for how a similar initiative can work in 
other regional or institutional contexts.

Resources:

Bloomberg, L., Ganey, A., Alba, V., Quintero, G., & Alcantara, L. A. (2003). Chicano-latino 
youth leadership institute: An asset-based program for youth. American Journal of Health Behavior, 27 Suppl., 
S45-S54. doi: 10.5993/ajhb.27.1.s1.5

O'Brien, J., & Kohlmeier, J. (2003). Leadership: Part of the civic mission of school? The Social 
Studies, 94(4), 161-166. doi: 10.1080/00377990309600200.
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SECTION 7

APPENDIX
Student Steering Committee Leadership program agenda:

Session 1: Understanding Leadership
Introduce participants to program and each other
Develop goals and expectations for the program
Learn about characteristics and behaviors of effective leaders
Identify individual leadership preferences

Session 2: Communicating Effectively
Define communication
Examine the communication process
Recognize barriers to effective communication
Create school vision statements

Session 3: Building Teams/Managing Conflict
Reflect on experiences with teams
Clarify roles and rules within a team
Examine individual styles for managing conflict
Practice conflict management strategies
Continue, Stop, Start

Session 4: Setting Goals and Making Decisions
Define “goal”
Identify steps in developing SMART goals
Determine the need for short-, medium-, and long-term goals
Establish a steering committee project plan

Student Steering Board Leadership training:
Board retreat 1: Deeper Understanding of Leadership 

Receive and explore the Real Colors® personality assessment
Introduce the concept of servant leadership 
Develop strategic planning skills to aid in the development of Student Steering Projects

Board retreat 2: Deeper Understanding of Leadership 
Explore transactional and transformational leadership theories
Revisit student steering committee projects
Plan and set goals for 2019
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