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Executive Summary

Exploring the Skills and Competencies Required of Graduates of Master's of Leadership
Programs to Succeed in the Workplace's ""New Normal"

Organizational Context. Vanderbilt University's Peabody College of Education and Human
Development in Nashville, TN, serves as the school of education for Vanderbilt University.
Peabody College of Education and Human Development sponsors 30 programs offering
undergraduate, master's, and doctoral degrees. The school serves approximately 3,100 students
and employs 179 full-time faculty.

The Leadership and Organizational Performance (LOP) Program at Vanderbilt University's (VU)
Peabody College is a two-year master's level program designed to advance its students'
employability and success. The program is designed to help students gain knowledge in
organization development, leadership theory, talent management, and program management
through coursework, collaborative projects, and a required internship.

The Leading Organizations (MLO) program was launched in 2021 as on online platform,
encompassing roughly 80% of the LOP curriculum and providing the same learning outcomes as
the LOP program.

Problem of Practice. Peabody College has seen a decline in enrollment and demand in the LOP
and MLO programs and is seeking to understand the drivers behind the decline in applications.
Program leadership has identified three drivers for these changes: (1) market demands, (2) value
gaps within program niches, and (3) differences with key competitors. As Peabody’s leadership
undertakes a program evaluation, our capstone focuses on a small portion of the overall
evaluation.

This project seeks to understand the different leadership skills and competencies currently
demanded of graduates of master’s degree programs in leadership. Since the inception of the
LOP in 2011, the COVID-19 pandemic and economic downturns have changed the skills and
competencies leaders desire.

As researchers, along with Peabody, we hypothesize that some of the skills and competencies
taught are now out of sync with the skills required of today's leaders. For the program to best
prepare students for the dynamic, technology-enabled, "New Normal" business environment,
Peabody’s program evaluation will assess their curriculum and the market's desires for master's
level graduates.

Assessing these drivers will help program leadership decipher synergies and develop a plan for
the future direction of each program. By understanding the competencies and curricula within
these two programs and those of their competitors, Vanderbilt believes it could revolutionize the
platform for leadership programs on the master's level. Aligning the "New Normal"
competencies with the LOP curriculum will help students secure jobs post-graduation and excel
and thrive in those settings.



Conceptual Framework. The research explored in our literature review helped us define the
relevant concepts and the relationships among these concepts for this project. We reviewed the
literature on theories of leadership and leadership skills desired by organizations navigating the
"new normal." Stogdill (as cited by Yukl, 1989) claims that every person who has attempted to
define leadership has created a different definition for the term. We used the Skills Model of
Leadership, developed by Mumford et al. (2000), as our conceptual framework because it relies
on the theory that individuals can learn skills and gain knowledge to be successful leaders. The
framework relies on three competencies; problem-solving skills, social judgment skills, and
knowledge as the pillars of becoming effective leaders.

Figure 3.3 Skills Model of Leadership
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SOURCE: Adapted from “Leadership Skills for a Changing World: Solving Complex
Social Problems,” by M. D. Mumford, S. J. Zaccaro, F. D. Harding, T. O. Jacobs, and
E. A. Fleishman, 2000, Leadership Quarterly, 11(1), 23.

Project Questions

1) What skills and competencies do organizations seek from effective leaders in the "new
normal"?
2) How are competitor programs designed compared to the LOP and MLO programs?

Key Findings and Recommendations
After synthesizing the data collected from 5 focus groups, we determined the following:

Finding #1 — We confirmed that the 3 skills/competencies in the "Skills Model Framework",
problem-solving skills, social judgment skills, and knowledge, are critical skills to possess in the
“new normal.”



Finding #2 — We discovered 3 additional skills/competencies (aka “new normal” competencies)
that the market currently seeks as well: Communication/Feedback, Ethical Leadership, and
Creating Inclusive Work Environments.

Recommendation #1 — Ensure that the Skills Model and “new normal” competencies are
included in current LOP/MLO curricula.

Finding #3 — We learned that while concepts and theories are important to teach in leadership
programs, hiring managers and HR professionals desire graduates from programs that include
experiential learning program design and real-life experience through internships or partner
organizations.

Recommendation #2 — Include experiential program design and immersion learning
opportunities in the LOP/MLO curricula.

Finding #4 — We discovered some key competitor program similarities.

Finding #5 — We discovered some key competitor program differences.
Recommendation #3 — Provide a hybrid learning format to greater student flexibility.
Recommendation #4 — Create a graduate certificate in leadership.

Recommendation #5 — Create pathways to the LLO EdD program.



Organizational Context

Our partner organization is Vanderbilt University's Peabody College of Education and
Human Development in Nashville, TN. Serving as the school of education for Vanderbilt
University, Peabody College of Education and Human Development sponsors 30 programs
offering undergraduate, master's, and doctoral degrees. The school serves approximately 3,100
students and employs 179 full-time faculty.

The Leadership and Organizational Performance (LOP) Program at Vanderbilt
University's (VU) Peabody College is a two-year master's level program designed to advance its
students' employability and success. The program is designed to help students gain knowledge in
organization development, leadership theory, talent management, and program management
through coursework, collaborative projects, and a required internship. The program consists of
36 credit hours (15 hours of core and analytics courses, 18 hours of electives, and 3 hours of an
internship or applied experience course), and can be completed in two years if the student
registers as full-time.

The Leading Organizations (MLO) program was launched in 2021, encompassing

roughly 80% of the LOP curriculum online, and provides the same learning outcomes as the LOP

program. The MLO program consists of 30 credit hours (an internship or applied experience
course is not required) and can be completed in 18 months. Peabody previously launched the
online Doctor of Education in Leadership and Learning in Organization program in 2017 through
2U. A market analysis was completed between 2018-2019 to assess if there was a market for an
online version of the LOP program, and 2U determined that there was no market. Peabody
responded by launching the MLO program on a different platform, initially admitting two

students to the program.



The LOP and MLO programs have both seen a decline in enrollment over the past years
(see Appendix D), causing program leadership to consider a pause on admitting new students to
the MLO program for the 2023-2024 academic year. Program leadership has also cited a
decrease in years of work experience possessed by students in the program, leading to

dissatisfaction with student experience and issues with subject delivery.

Problem of Practice

Peabody College has seen a decline in enrollment and interest in the LOP and MLO
programs and is seeking to understand the drivers behind the decline in applicants. Because of
enrollment concerns, a team led by Dr. Kim Davenport, LOP Program Director and Interim
MLO Director, is conducting a robust program evaluation comprised of both internal and
external analyses. Peabody's study aims to complete the evaluation and make recommendations
by the end of August 2023. Any updates to skills, competencies, and curriculum will occur
during the academic year of 2023-2024, with full implementation by Fall 2024. Our portion of
the evaluation, examining skills and competencies in the "new normal", makes up only a small
portion of the overall evaluation in order to scale the project to an appropriate size for a Capstone
deliverable. Program leadership has identified three drivers for these changes: (1) market
demands, (2) value gaps within program niches, and (3) differences with key competitors. We
will explore the leadership skills and competencies currently demanded by the market and
critical leadership skills and competencies taught at competitor programs.

As researchers, along with Peabody, we hypothesize that some of the skills and
competencies taught are now out of sync with the skills required of today's leaders. For the

program to best prepare students for the dynamic, technology-enabled, "New Normal"



(Underwood, 2021) business environment, Peabody’s program evaluation will assess their
curriculum and the market's desires for master's level graduates.

The COVID-19 pandemic sent shockwaves through our society, altering how millions of
people lived their routines. Specifically, these events harshly impacted U.S. society as millions
lost their lives, and many watched as the racial disparities in socioeconomic classes came to the
forefront. Just as society witnessed changes to leadership styles and skills over the past century,
COVID-19 has given way to another chapter in leadership referred to as the "new normal." This
term initially emerged from the business sector when it was used to caution the belief of
economists that industrial economies would revert to normal after the recession (El-Erian, n.d.).

This project seeks to understand the different leadership skills and competencies that are
currently in demand in the market. Since the inception of the LOP in 2011, the COVID-19
pandemic and economic downturns have changed the skills and competencies leaders desire.
This will be discussed in greater detail in the literature review.

Assessing these drivers will help program leadership decipher synergies and develop a

plan for the future direction of each program. By understanding the competencies and curricula

within these two programs and those of their competitors, Vanderbilt University believes it could

revolutionize the platform for leadership programs on the master's level, Aligning the "New

Normal" competencies with the LOP curriculum will help students secure jobs post-graduation " [Commented [MOU2R1]:

((Commented [MOU3R1]:

N

and excel and thrive in those settings.
The desired state of these programs is to have a growing market share in master's level
leadership programs and adequate cohort sizes to maintain the program's financial health. As

previously stated, Peabody has seen declining enrollment in the LOP program, as well as a
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decrease in demand, only receiving 15 applications as of January 2023. Because of those stats,

admission into the MLO program may be paused.

Literature Review

History of Leadership

Social scientists have been studying the phenomenon of leadership for decades. Stogdill
(as cited by Yukl, 1989) conducted a comprehensive review of over 3,000 studies on leadership
and found no one accepted understanding of leadership. Leadership has been defined by
individuals' traits, behaviors, interactions with colleagues and subordinates, relationships they
build, how they influence others, and skills they possess (Northouse, 2015).

From the 1900s to the 1940s, the definitions of leadership focused heavily on qualities
an individual possessed and their ability to control others (Moore, 1927, as cited in Northouse
2016, p. 2), traits (Mann, 1959), and behaviors displayed to influence or direct others (Stodgill as
cited by Yukl, 1989). In 1955, Robert L. Katz sought to look past the traits that leaders
possessed and identified a set a definitive set of "developable skills" (Katz, 1974). In the 1960s
and 1970s, leadership was viewed through the lens of the organization and how an individual
could move others in a shared direction (Seeman, 1960) and accomplish organizational goals
(Burn, 1978). The 1990s saw a resurgence in research around the skills and abilities that make
individuals effective leaders, making the individual the center of the theory (Mumford et al.,
2000). Traits theories were viewed as still relevant, but researchers could see the direct
correlation between the skills and knowledge an individual possessed on their performance, and
the 21skill-basedfocuses on how the leader helps others complete their jobs by helping them

through challenges.
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Leadership in Higher Education

As universities began to create leadership programs, the curriculum was designed to help
students develop the characteristics and abilities highlighted in traits and skills theories, leaving
out theories that viewed leadership as a process (Rost & Barker, 2000). Katz's (1974) work was
pivotal in developing leadership programs because his research was rooted in the belief that
individuals could gain skills that would make them effective leaders. Zaleznik (1981) saw that
many scholars viewed management and leadership as the same when asked how to develop
leaders. Leadership programs were being developed in schools of business and taught the
process of leadership, which was the process of managing people.

In the fall of 2011, the National Leadership of Education Research Agenda (NLERA)
was initiated to establish and guide the field of leadership education and develop it as a discipline
(Andenoro, 2013). The NLERA has seven priorities, the first priority being teaching, learning,
and curriculum development for leadership education. Since then, programs have started to
standardize their curricula. In a study published in 2018, researchers analyzed 1,174 U.S.
leadership program course offerings and found three types of courses being offered in a majority
of masters programs: 1) leadership theory, 2) experiential learning, and 3) communications
(Guthrie et al., 2018).

Peabody's MLO and LOP programs are at inflection points in their lifecycle that warrant
a high-level program evaluation to continue offering an education that prepares its students to
become the best version of themselves. According to Brungardt & Crawford (1996), "effective
assessment furthers the academic discipline of leadership education [and] conducted

longitudinally as well" (p. 23).
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"New Normal" and Ethical Leadership

Raghavan et al. (2021) define the "new normal” as "a situation where the nature/behavior
of organizations/employees has changed in response to the new health, social and economic
realities in a post-COVID-19 world." As we emerge from the COVID-19 pandemic, the "new
normal" has also changed what skills and competencies the workplace demands from its
employees. While research on the post-COVID "new normal" is still in its nascent phase,
examples of other societal shifts have been studied, providing context for the current "new
normal" and what HR professionals and hiring managers seek from the next generation of
leaders.

Corpuz (2021) states that the term "new normal" first appeared during the 2008 financial
crisis "to refer to the dramatic economic, cultural, and social transformations that caused
precariousness and social unrest, impacting collective perceptions and individual lifestyles." For
example, on September 11, 2001, the world changed forever as we knew it. 9/11 reshaped our
society and altered how citizens lived their daily lives. Shocks such as these are not new to our
society; however, each event changes the trajectory of how we do what we do and creates a "new
normal."

Post-9/11, leaders began to use different leadership styles and tactics to navigate their
"new normal." Leaders led through storytelling; leaders led without having all the facts, the
ultimate problem-solving skill. A specific example was shown through a mini-case study of
Reuters America, a global communications firm that temporarily shifted from a financial news
organization to a family. Reuters was a prime example of effective leadership and effective
teamwork. Their mission was clear: take care of their people and get their customers back online.

At the heart of Reuters' response was impeccable sensemaking, among other leadership

13



capabilities. Christianson & Barton (2021) define sensemaking as "a socially constructed process
in which individuals interact with their environment and others to create meaning and enable
action." The ability to make decisions without complete information has emerged as a powerful
skill in the next generation of effective leaders. In Karl Weick's The Collapse of Sensemaking in
Organizations: The Mann Gulch Disaster (Weick, 2009), he discusses the term cosmology as
"the ultimate macro-perspective" and that "everyday cosmologies are subject to disruption" and
"when they are severely disrupted [Weick] calls them a cosmology episode." The terrorist attacks
on 9/11 were a cosmology episode, the 2008 financial crisis was a cosmology episode, and
COVID-19 was a cosmology episode, the commencement of another "new normal."

lWith disruption comes ethical and moral challenges for leaders. Brown & Trevifio (2006)
explore research that "resides at the intersection of ethics and leadership." They say, "Much has
been written about ethics and leadership from a normative or philosophical perspective,
suggesting what leaders should do. However, a more descriptive and predictive social scientific
approach to ethics and leadership has remained underdeveloped and fragmented, leaving scholars
and practitioners with few answers to the most fundamental questions, such as ‘What is ethical
leadership?’"

Following recent scandals in government, corporate America, higher education, and
medicine, to name a few sectors, many people are beginning to question our leaders’ ability to
lead effectively. While most would posit that leaders know what they should do, many still
wonder why they do not always follow through with what is right. Managers have long believed
that integrity is a critical skill for effective leadership, and research has proved that theory to be

correct. Kirkpatrick & Locke (1991) studied effective leadership traits in the 1990s and made
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this claim about honesty and integrity; "Honesty and integrity are virtues in all individuals, but
have special significance for leaders. Without these qualities, leadership is undermined." \
Specifically related to Vanderbilt University, Cahapay (2020) posits that the "new
normal" post-COVID-19 period presents an opportunity for rethinking education goals,
specifically regarding curriculum development. "One of the goals to make the curriculum
relevant, appropriate, and responsive is the development of preparedness in times of disasters,
diseases, and emergencies" (p. 2). Teaching the next generation of leaders what is essential today

is critical to our future successes and failures.

Skills and Leadership Education

The importance of effective leadership in any organization is not a groundbreaking theory
in leadership education. In 1955, Robert Katz's article titled "Skills of an effective administrator"
became the preeminent piece in this new space and withstood the test of time (which included
multiple revisions 20 years later into the 1970s based on more lived experiences and research of
Katz). Ultimately, Katz (1974) suggests that effective leaders have "three basic developable
skills": technical skills, human skills, and conceptual skills. He describes technical skills as the
skills that require some process, procedure, or technique; human skills as skills that require
proficiency to work with [other] people; and conceptual skills as the skill to think about how
one's organization fits into the larger enterprise as a whole, i.e., the big picture. Interestingly,
while leadership theories have changed through the decades, Katz's model holds up to current-
day teachings.

Skills models have not been prevalent in the study of effective leadership, but they have
been used for other efforts. Peterson et al. (1999) developed the O*Net content model to

understand what skills were necessary for different occupations for a project with the
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Department of Labor. Ladd & Mize (1983) created a skills model to understand children's lack of
social skills. Fleishman & Mumford (2006) developed an ability requirement scale to measure
and evaluate one's abilities versus their performance at different stages of learning. The
researchers found that as individuals acquired additional skills, their performance improved,
prompting Mumford to further this research in leadership.

A study conducted in the 1990s by the U.S. Army and Department of Defense to
understand the underlying elements of effective performance helped Mumford et al. (2000)
develop the leadership skills model. This model studies the correlation between leaders'
knowledge and skills (capabilities) and performance. The underlying belief of the model is that
many people have the potential for leadership if they can learn from their experiences.

The Skills Model of Leadership was developed from the works of Mumford et al. (2000)
as they sought to understand what factors make a leader effective. Like Katz (1955), the
researchers found that while leaders may have specific attributes, three competencies aid in a
leader's effectiveness: problem-solving skills, social judgment skills, and knowledge.

Problem-solving skills are those needed to solve ill-defined and complex problems,
usually outside an individual's general knowledge. These problems should not be confused with
ones that can be solved with simple and routine solutions but should be understood as ones
needing creative solutions, and skills can be acquired from experience and learning from one's
job (Mumford et al., p. 17). Examples of these skills include gathering appropriate information
to make informed plans that turn into effective decisions. In the Emergent Leader Model, a
leader emerges from a leaderless group because they possess specialized knowledge that helps

the group solve a complex problem (Guastello, 1995, p. 229-230).
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Social judgment skills are the people skills needed to solve complex organizational
problems. The Skills Leadership Model understands that leadership performance outcomes lie in
motivating individuals to work collectively to accomplish organizational goals. Geiwitz (1996)
and Zaccaro et al. (1991) found in their research that effective leaders employ social skills to
align the personal and social goals of the subordinate to the organization's goals, creating shared
ownership and motivating them to accomplish those goals. Leaders can not only be concerned
with solving complex problems, but must also gain support, communicate, and push subordinates
to implement the solutions.

Knowledge refers to the application of problem-solving skills and social judgment
skills. Knowledge should not be confused with the accumulation of information but should be
understood as building a schema of facts, experience, and concepts to inform a process
(Fleishman & Mumford, 1989). Effective leaders must use their knowledge to inform when and
how to use problem-solving and social judgment skills to implement appropriate
solutions. Career experience is an external factor called out in the model. These experiences
serve as a form of knowledge because they are the hands-on experiences acquired from working
and can further help a acquire problem-solving and social judgment skills (Mumford et al.,
2000).

Lastly, like career experience, environmental influences are factors that have an impact
on the model. Environmental influences are factors outside of the leader's skills, knowledge, and
control and can be anything from a lack of resources or natural disasters. When using the model,

the environmental influence that helped to guide our research is the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Conceptual Framework

The research we explored in our literature review helped us define the relevant concepts

and the relationships among these concepts for this project. We reviewed relevant literature on

theories of leadership and leadership skills desired by organizations navigating the "new

normal." Stogdill (as cited by Yukl, 1989) claims that every person who has attempted to define

leadership has created a different definition for the term. We decided to use the Skills Model of

Leadership, developed by Mumford et al. (2000), as our conceptual framework because it relies

on the theory that individuals can learn skills and gain knowledge to be successful leaders. As
noted above, the framework relies on three competencies; problem-solving skills, social
judgment skills, and knowledge as the pillars of becoming effective leaders. We explored

whether there are other competencies and skills employers believe are necessary for effective

leadership in the “new normal” higher education market.

Figure 3.3 Skills Model of Leadership
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SOURCE: Adapted from “Leadership Skills for a Changing World: Solving Complex
Social Problems,” by M. D. Mumford, S. ). Zaccaro, F. D. Harding, T. O. Jacobs, and
E. A. Fleishman, 2000, Leadership Quarterly, 11(1), 23.

Figure 1

Conceptual Framework
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Key Conceptualizations

[The definitions used to inform our research were adopted by Northouse (2016) and
Underwood (2021) to frame what should be taught by a master's degree program in leadership
with parameters in the form of a timeframe. Competencies are problem-solving skills, social
judgment skills, and knowledge (Mumford et al., 2000). These competencies are key factors that
account for effective performance of leaders (Northouse, 2016). Skills are defined as the ability
to use one’s knowledge and competencies to accomplish a set of goals or objectives. Leadership
skills can be acquired through training and development (Northouse, 2016). New Normal is
defined as a situation where the nature/behavior of organizations/employees has changed in
response to the new health, social and economic realities in a post-COVID-19 world (Raghavan
et al. (2021). The definition of leadership has changed, given different factors and the landscape
of the economy during that time. Competencies and skills represent what individuals are taught
in leadership programs. The "new normal" concept represents the time frame we are grounding

our research. |

Research Questions
Our study explores leadership competencies demanded by the market for leaders
navigating the "new normal.” By asking human resources professionals and hiring managers
what competencies effective leaders employ, we can accumulate a unique record of skills and
competencies required of the market,| These professionals are on the front lines of hiring future
leader and assessing their performance. Explicitly, the project questions are:
« What skills and competencies do organizations seek from effective leaders in

the "'new normal'?
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« How are competitor programs designed compared to the LOP and MLO

programs?

Project Design

This design aims to investigate the skills and competencies desired by hiring managers
and HR professionals in the "new normal." This capstone aims to provide Vanderbilt's Peabody
LOP and MLO programs with a thorough and contextual understanding of what should be
considered in their curricula. The results of this research can be used to help guide Peabody
leadership in determining what skills their graduates should gain by enrolling in their Master's
programs and how these programs equip their graduates (or not) with the necessary skills to be
effective leaders in their professional careers.

We decided to use focus groups as our research is exploratory. Using analysis of
descriptive narrative helped illuminate the depth of the topic. While some argue that focus
groups are a data collection tool that can be difficult to execute or are too subjective, Stewart and
Shamdasani (2014) state that "the analysis and interpretation of focus group data can be as
rigorous as that generated by any other method” (p. 109).

We integrated data from ffive focus groups (during the data collection and analysis phase.
The focus group participants we targeted were hiring managers, HR professionals, and alums of
the LOP Program. Given their roles, we determined that we would gather rich data to analyze

and answer our research questions.

Participant Recruitment
Initially, a recruiting post (see Appendix A) was posted to LinkedIn and emailed to

potential participants within our networks. Our capstone partner, Dr. Davenport, and LLO

20



classmates reposted the request on LinkedIn to maximize participation. The post to LinkedIn did
not materialize any participants, so other recruitment tactics were used.

Next, our initial outreach was shared with 19 additional thought partners, identified
primarily through an LOP alum (who asked not to be named) who was willing to make
introductions to other potential thought partners—of those 19 targeted, 6 responded who were
willing to participate in one of our focus groups.

Following the outreach to LOP alums, Dr. Davenport shared her network to expand the
potential focus group participants list. Dr. Davenport emailed ten high-ranking HR professionals
and hiring managers requesting their help with our research. Of those 10, 5 responded that they
were willing to participate.

It should be noted that people contacted to participate who could not help offered to
extend our invitation to their personal networks. Ultimately, two common non-probability
sampling approaches were used to recruit participants: snowball sampling and convenience
sampling. Through snowball sampling, following communication with LOP/MLO alumni, some
people were willing to share the posting to their networks, creating the "snowball" effect. This
method proved effective, especially within smaller populations, allowing us to increase our
sample size. Convenience sampling was also a method used to recruit participants. According to
Taherdoost (2016), convenience sampling is selecting participants because they are "often
readily and easily available" (p. 22). This method also allowed us to conduct our research
cheaply and relatively quickly.

In the end, program leadership and their extended networks made introductions to 31
thought leaders, allowing us to host \ﬁve individual sessions with 2-5 people in each focus group,

totaling 18 panicipants.\
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Data Collection

The first part of our data collection plan was to understand what leadership skills and
competencies are in demand from the market and to learn more about the current workplace
demands from Master's level students. As stated earlier, we targeted participants well-versed in
the "new normal" hiring process, including hiring managers, human resource professionals, and
hiring consultants. We determined that using human resources professionals and hiring managers
would provide us with rich data because of their unique insight into recruiting and developing
talent, understanding an organization's goals and objectives, and developing programs to achieve
those goals. In addition, Vanderbilt's MLO/LOP program alums and members of Peabody's
career services were also asked to participate.

The second part of our data collection plan studied comparable/competitor programs of
Peabody's LLO/MLO programs. Peabody leadership identified a list of competitive programs;
those schools included were Cornell University's Master's of Industrial and Labor Relations
(MILR), George Washington University's Master's in Organizational Leadership and Learning,
Harvard University's Master's in Education Leadership, Organizations, and Entrepreneurship,
Northwestern University's Master's in Learning and Organizational Change (MSLOC), and the
University of Southern California's Master's of Education in Learning Design and
Technology. We analyzed their program design, specifically required credit hours, program
length, modality, cost, and special features, and compared those factors to Peabody's two
leadership programs. These factors were chosen because they are marketed on the Peabody
website to potential students. Next, we visited the websites of the competitor programs to
retrieve what publicly available information was presented on their websites and compiled them

in a matrix.
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Focus Groups

Initially, we planned to conduct 45 minutes to 1-hour meetings and ask approximately
eight questions. After sharing our plan with Dr. Davenport and program leadership, we were
advised to limit our scheduled time to 30 minutes to use participants' time more efficiently and to
increase our responses from potential focus group members. Further, we were encouraged to
reduce the number of questions to three, more concise and targeted questions that answered the
research questions.

During the focus groups, we posed open-ended questions inviting participants to respond
to questions regarding skills and competencies that leaders seek from graduates of leadership
master's programs (see Appendix C). We conducted each focus group remotely via Zoom and
recorded and transcribed the conversations using Otter.ai. We conducted the focus groups over a
2-week period from April 26, 2023 to May 12, 2023. Each of the five sessions lasted

approximately 30 minutes in length.

Data Analysis
Skills and Competencies

At the conclusion of each focus group, Otter.ai software created a Word document
transcribing the conversations with the participants. We read through the transcripts to identify
any major themes from our conceptual model (deductive analysis) and any other significant
themes that participants mentioned (indictive analysis). During this process, nine preliminary
themes were identified:

1. Learn to act like a leader/lead people;

2. Making decisions with data/"Business Minded"/Financial Acumen;
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3. Human skills;

4. Balancing technical, human, and concepts/getting work done and moving work
forward;

5. Practical/applicable school work/case study/immersion learning/experiential
learning;

6. Communication/Feedback/Facilitation;

7. Inclusion;

8. Trust/Ethics;

9. Skills;

We then assigned a color to each theme and coded each transcript using the legend:

Data Collection & Analysis: Thematic Coding

Category Color
Learn to act like a leader/lead people Yellow
Making decisions with data/"business minded"/financial acumen Green
Human skills Aqua

Balance technical and human concepts/getting work done/moving work forward
Practical school work/experiential learning/case studies
Communication/Feedback/Facilitation

Inclusion/creating an inclusive work environment

Trust/ethics

Skills

Figure 2
Thematic Coding Legend
|A matrix was created to align the themes we found to the three competencies in the
framework; 1) problem-solving skills, 2) social judgment skills, and 3) knowledge. (See
Appendix G). In addition, three new competencies were identified outside of those in the Skills
Model of Leadership: 1) communication/feedback, 2) ethical leadership, 3) creating inclusive

work environments. Lastly, program design that included experiential and immersion learning
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was a theme heard throughout. The graph below shows the number of instances of each

competency as it appeared in the five focus groups.

Ethical Leadership
6

Communication/Feedback

Problem-Solving Skills
El

Creating Inclusive Work Environments

Practical/Applicable Worlk

Knowledge
13

Social Judgement Skills

Figure 3
Instances of Findings

Competitor Programs

Program leadership conducted previous research where they identified a list of
competitor programs and five programs were selected from that list. To identify the different
design attributes of Vanderbilt's LOP and MLO competitor programs, we visited the Peabody
College website to generate a list of important program features marketed to potential
students. The following features were developed: modality, required credits, cost, scholarships
available, internship required, and any other special features available to students. After
collecting the data from competitor websites, we compared each program to LOP and MLO to
see any differences between the program designs. We created a comparison chart to help
analyze key differences between LOP, MLO, and the competitor programs. We noticed some
major differences between the modality and special features of the programs, which prompted us

to return to the websites to understand further how the programs used different modalities and
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special features. The chart below compares key metrics amongst five competitor institutions

with Master's programs with a leadership focus. (See Figure 4)

GEORGE UNIVERSITY OF
SCHOOL | VANDERBILT UNIVERsITY | NORTHWESTERN | CORNELL 1| yashingTon | MARVARD | “soutHern
UNIVERSITY CALIFORNIA
Leadership Education
and Leading Learning & Labor Organizational u 5
. h 5 . Leadership, Learning Design
Program |Organizational Organizations| Organizational Relations Leadership & Organizations & | and Technolo
Performance (MLO) Change (MSLOC) (MILR) Learning g &y
Entrepreneurship|
(LOP)
Do Master's of | Master's of Master's of Science| Master's of | Master's of Arts in Master's of Master's of
Education Education Science Education Education Education
M.:_'::o" Fall Fall Fall/Spring Fall/Spring Summer/Fall Fall Fall
Modality | On-Campus Online Hybrid On-Campus Hybrid On-Campus Online
el S 30 15 Units 4z 30 a2 30
On-Campus
. " ! - .
e $2,169/ credit|$2,169/ credit $5,105/unit $20,444/ Sl,870/crgdwt hour $o7,2f16/ $2,244/ credit
hour hour semester Online academic year hour
$1,205/credit hour
Scholarships Yes No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Internship
Required
Pathway to
Doctor of
Educationin
Special Graduate R Principal .
oaiacs Certificate 1-year option Licensure Organizational
Change and
Leadership
Program

Figure 4
Program comparison

Findings
The following findings answer our first research question: What skills and competencies do

organizations seek from effective leaders in the "new normal"?

Finding #1 — Confirmation of the three skills/competencies in the "Skills Model

Framework"': problem-solving skills, social judgment skills, and knowledge.
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Following our focus group conversations, we confirmed that the skills outlined in the
framework are currently aligned with the skills and competencies desired in the market in today's
"new normal." Focus group participants were asked three questions (see Appendix C), each of
which asked some variation of the desired skills and competencies they seek in Master's students
of Leadership programs. Of the 157 unique responses to our questions, 107 responses (68%)
were attributed to problem-solving skills (51), social-judgment skills (43), and knowledge (13).
The number of responses allowed us to confirm that the "Skills Model Framework" still holds in

today's "new normal."

Finding #2 — There are three additional skills/competencies that the market currently

seeks: Communication/Feedback, Ethical Leadership, and Creating Inclusive Work

Environments.

In addition to confirming the skills in the Skills Model Framework, we identified three
skills that fell outside of the framework: (1) Communication/Feedback, (2) Ethical Leadership,
and (3) Creating Inclusive Work Environments. The remainder of the unique responses (32%)
fell into one of these buckets.

Brown and Treviiio (2006) explore ethical leadership research and suggest that leaders
know what they should do but do not always do it. Another theme that emerged from our focus
group participants was the importance of creating inclusive work environments and "valuing
diversity." While Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) were raised, the theme of inclusion went

beyond race and veered towards "meeting people where they are."

Finding #3 - Leaders desire program design that includes experiential learning.
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Leaders desire curricula that have practical and experiential learning program designs
because it allows students to practice the theories they learn in the classroom. When thinking
about leadership skills and competencies that make one successful in today's environment, focus
group participants thought about how they gained skills while they sought graduate education. A
recurring theme in the focus groups was the desire for degree programs to have a practical and
immersive learning design. One group participant stated that they appreciated all of the theory
they gained from the program, but being able to practice in a real-world setting was a key
takeaway. One participant said, "more practical, less theoretical." Others stated that working on
case studies and working with partner organizations was an important part of their learnings in

leadership. |

[The following findings answer our second research question: How are competitor programs

designed compared to the LOP and MLO programs? |

Finding #4 — Key Competitor Program Similarities.

When comparing the five competitor programs to Vanderbilt University’s LOP and MLO
programs, we found many similarities between the design of the programs when comparing
admission terms, required credits, and offering scholarships. All of them admit students in the
fall, with Northwestern University offering spring admissions and George Washington University
offering summer admission. The number of required credits ranged from 30 (Vanderbilt
University’s MLO, George Washington University, and the University of Southern California) to
48 credits (Cornell University). The MLO program has one of the lighter course loads, but the
LOP program fell in the middle of the range, making both programs comparable to the

competitors. Lastly, all programs offer scholarships except Vanderbilt University’s MLO
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program and Northwestern University. The Northwestern University website did not mention
why they do not offer scholarships for its Master of Science in Learning and Organizational
Change program, so further research would need to be done to understand if the reasoning for

this decision is the same as the MLO program.

Finding #5 — Key Competitor Program Differences.

When comparing the five competitor programs to Vanderbilt University’s LOP and MLO
programs, we found three key program differences: 1) hybrid modalities, 2) graduate certificates,

3) and pathways into Ed.D. organizational change and leadership program.

Hybrid modalities

The LOP program is a full-time on-campus program with an internship required during
the summer between years one and two, while the MLO program is a part-time program that is
completely virtual. While comparing the design of Peabody's two programs to the designs of the
competitors, the program Northwestern University and George Washington University offers
their master leadership programs is in a hybrid format, which is defined as combining online and
in-person learning (Holst, 2023). This allows the students to decide if they want to take a course

in person online.

Graduate certificates

Northwestern University's Master's in Learning and Organizational Change also has an
option for a graduate certificate which consists of four courses in the master's program. Students
can enroll in NU to receive the graduate certificate, or they can enroll in the master's program

and receive the certificate after completing the four courses. In 2021, Pew Research Lab found
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that an overwhelming population of workers who quit their jobs during the pandemic cited a lack
of development as the reason for leaving their roles (Parker & Horowitz, n.d.) (Roche, 2022).
Having these two options increases the applicant pool because they are able to cater to different
types of students; students looking to gain a master's degree, students looking to gain a graduate

certificate, and students who are looking to do both.

Pathways into Ed.D. Organizational Change and Leadership Program

The University of Southern California's Doctor of Education in Organizational Change
and Entrepreneurship Program is an online program offered through 2U that is a direct
competitor to Peabody's Doctor of Education in Leadership and Learning in Organization
program. USC's Ed.D. program offers two tracks to complete the degree, one that consists of 43
credits and requires a master's degree for entry, and the other with 60 credits that requires a
bachelor's degree for entry. The additional 17 credits students take in the 60-credit track are
courses in the Master of Education in Learning and Design Technology program, making this

program a pathway into the Ed.D. program.

Recommendations

Our five findings provide the foundation for five recommendations for Peabody's
LOP/MLO to consider as part of their program review. The first recommendation was informed
by Findings #1 and #2. Recommendation #2 is informed by Finding #3. Recommendations #3-#5

were informed based on the comparison data from competitor institutions.

|u

Recommendation #1: Include Skills Model and “new normal” competencies in curriculum
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As LOP/MLO leadership continues its program evaluation and improvement project,
ensure the skills identified in the Skills Model of Leadership are taught in the MLO/LOP
curricula. The Skills Model of Leadership says that leaders will have positive performance if
they use the three beforementioned competencies. The model also states that the leader can learn
these competencies (Mumford et al., 2000). Ensuring that these competencies are being taught
in the program’s curricula will allow the LOP and MLO programs to produce effective leaders.

The focus group participants also identified three new skills that help a leader be effective
in the “new normal:” Communication/Feedback, Ethical Leadership, and Creating Inclusive
Work Environments. Like the skills presented in the Skills Model of Leadership, program

leadership should ensure that these skills are taught in the curricula.

Recommendation #2: Include practical experiences and immersive course designs

As program leadership continues the program evaluation and improvement project, they
should consider including practical and immersive class design, allowing students to practice the
theories they are learning in the classroom. The LOP program has an immersive requirement
with the summer internship between years one and two, but the MLO program does not have the
same requirement. The internship requirement could be a problem if program leadership
explores recommendation #3 because some students registered in the program will be employed

full-time and unable to participate in an internship over the summer.

Recommendation #3: Provide hybrid format to provide greater student flexibility
80% of the content of the LOP program makes up the MLO program, meaning there is

much overlap between the content of both programs. This overlap allows program leadership to
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consider combining the LOP and MLO programs and changing the program's offering to a
hybrid format like Northwestern University and George Washington University. A hybrid
format will give students the flexibility to decide if they want to take classes in-person, online, or
a combination of the two formats, increasing the pool of potential applicants. Due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, the e-learning industry had record growth in 2020 and is expected to reach
$465 billion by 2028 (Diaz-Infante et al., 2022) (Holst, 2023). Because of the expected growth in
the industry, there is an opportunity for Peabody College to benefit from that growth by changing
to a hybrid program. There could be added costs associated with this recommendation with

adding additional sections of courses and hiring faculty and/or adjuncts to teach the sections.

Recommendation #4: Create graduate certificate in Leadership

Program leadership should consider creating a Leadership Graduate Certificate program
like Northwestern University and the University of Southern California. Both universities use a
portion of the courses offered in their master's program as the graduate certificate
curriculum. Offering a graduate certificate will allow potential students to decide if they want to
earn a graduate certificate, degree, or both. Students could also have the option of starting with a
certificate and finishing the master's degree later. Corporations are looking to invest in their
employees by offering continuing education to retain them, and Peabody College can share in the
investment by creating a leadership program targeted to corporations (Roche, 2022). Suppose
program leadership decides to add a graduate certificate option. In that case, there should not be
any added cost to creating a curriculum, as the courses are already being offered in the LOP and

MLO programs. Like with Recommendation #2, there is the potential to increase the pool of
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applicants because of the number of options to gain a credential and because students who

complete the graduate certificate may decide to continue to finish the master's program.

Recommendation #5: Create pathways to the LLO EdD program

The University of Southern California has a Doctor of Education in Organizational
Change and Leadership program, a competitor to Peabody's Doctor of Education in Leadership
and Learning in Organization (LLO) program. USC has two tracks in its Ed.D. program, the first
track is for students who have completed a master's program, and it requires 43 credits for
completion. The other is for students who have completed a bachelor's degree. It requires 60
credits for completion. A graduate certificate can also be used as a pathway into the Doctor of
Education in Leadership and Learning in Organizations program for students who have not
received a master's degree but have the goal of attaining a doctoral degree. In the 60-credit track,
the university created a graduate certificate from courses in its Master's in Learning and Design
Technology program to fulfill the number of credits to attain a doctoral degree.
LOP and MLO leadership should consider partnering with LLO leadership in creating a pathway
for students with a bachelor's degree to take courses in the LOP and MLO program, gain a
certificate and gain entry into the LLO program. This new track can potentially increase
enrollment by offering students the opportunity of an accelerated track to a doctoral
degree. Interest rates on federal student loans are expected to increase to over 5%, and PLUS
Loans are expected to increase to around 7.05% (Carrns, 2023). Accelerated pathways to gain a
degree could help mitigate the amount students have to borrow by decreasing the number of
credits to attain a degree. There could be added cost and coordination with LLO leadership to

revamp current courses to fit the requirements of the LLO program.
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Conclusion

Peabody College is making an effort to improve the enrollment and outcomes of its LOP
and MLO programs, and this project aims to assist program leadership in a program evaluation
and understand the leadership skills and competencies currently in demand in the market. The
Skills Model of Leadership became the foundation of our research because it relies on the theory
that individuals can learn skills and gain knowledge to be effective leaders. While speaking to
the participants in the focus groups, we confirmed the three competencies in the model and found
three additional skills being asked of leaders in the market. Moreover, we discovered program
design features offered by competitor programs that program leadership should consider
implementing to stay competitive.

As a reminder, it should be noted that our research, findings and recommendations only
address a small portion of the overall program evaluation. Addressing these recommendations
does not mean that enrollment will increase. However, these recommendations coupled with
other recommendations of the entire program evaluation may help increase applications and
enrollment.

In conclusion, the project provides program leadership with a foundation to make
appropriate changes as they continue the program evaluation. The organization will benefit from
using the five recommendations presented in the projects as a base for future research and

change implementation.
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Appendices

Appendix A:

Recruiting email for focus group participants/Post for LinkedIn

Invitation to Participate: As doctoral students in the Leadership, Learning in Organizations
program at Vanderbilt University, we are inviting hiring managers, human resources
professionals, and organizational leaders to participate in a focus group to discuss leadership
skills and competencies the market is demanding from students in master level leadership
programs. Your participation in this study is extremely important to us and to Vanderbilt
University and will assist in driving the future state of two of their Master's programs,
Leadership and Organizational Performance and Leading Organizations. Should you agree to
participate, we will contact you to set up a zoom focus group with a group or peers, at a time of
your convenience. The focus group should take about 45-60 minutes, and will be recorded via
Zoom. Participants can choose to be on or off camera. Participation is voluntary and your
response will be kept anonymous. You will have the option to not respond to any question that
you choose. Participation or nonparticipation will not impact your relationship with Vanderbilt
University. Agreement to participate will be interpreted as your informed consent to participate
and that you are at least 18 years of age.

If you have any questions about the project, please contact the Principal Investigators, Gregg
DiNardo, via email at, and Jeremy Speikes, via email at jeremy.a.speikes@vanderbilt.edu. Our
faculty advisor, Dr. Jean Forray, PhD, can be reached at jeanie.m.forray@vanderbilt.edu. If you
have any questions regarding your rights as a participant, contact the Vanderbilt Institutional
Review Board (IRB) at (615) 322-2918. Please print or save a copy of this page for your
records.
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Appendix B:

Questionnaire to Determine Focus Group Schedule

Focus Group Questionnaire

Thank you for agreeing to participate in a focus group to discuss leadership skills and competencies the
market is demanding from students in master-level leadership programs.

Name *

Short answer text

Occupation *

Short answer text

Title ®

Short answer text

In what Industry are you employed? *

Short answer text
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Are you an alum of Vanderbilt University's Leadership and Organizational Performance
Program or the Leading Organizations Program?

Yes

No

Please select the times you are able to meet for an hour. *
April 24th, 12pm - 1pm EST
April 24th, 6pm - 7pm EST
April 25th, 12pm - 1pm EST
April 25th, 6pm - 7pm EST
April 26th, 12pm - 1pm EST
April 26th, 6pm - 7pm EST
April 27th, 12pm - 1pm EST

April 27th, 6pm - 7pm EST
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Appendix C:

Focus Group Questions

Opening Question (Round Robin) - Give definition of '"New Normal"
What did leadership look like to you before the pandemic? What does that look like now? How
has that changed?

Introductory Question

What do organizations seek when it comes to leadership skills and competencies in the "New
Normal"?

After March 2020, what new leadership programs/seminars does your organization offer?

Transition Questions
If you were to design a master's level leadership program, what core leadership skills and
competencies would you include in the curriculum?

Key Questions

What specific leadership skills did you look for before the COVID-19 pandemic (March 2020)?
What specific leadership skills do you look for now after the COVID-19 pandemic (March
2020)?

What should students contemplating a master's degree from a leadership program seek when it
comes to leadership skills and competencies in the "New Normal"?

Ending Questions
Of all the things we discussed, what to you is the most important?
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Appendix D:

LOP & MLO
Admissions:
1/25/2023

1/23/2023 2/2/2022  2/3/2021 2/12/2020

3/26/2019

LOP
IApplications Started 56 79 929 84 85
ISubmitted Applications 28 50 58 47 55
IAdmits 18 24 38 30 35
Intend to Matriculate (Fall) TBD 17 2 2 22
Leading Organizations
[Total Applications Started: 15 16 20 NA NA
IApplications Submitted 6 4 8 NA NA
IAdmits 4 0 2 NA NA
Intend to Matriculate (Fall) TBD 0 8 NA NA
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Appendix E:

Key Conceptualizations & Definition

CONCEPT DEFINITION
In the Skills Model created by Mumford, et al. (2000), competencies are problem-solving skills, social
P—— judgment skills, and knowledge. Northouse (2016) goes on to define competencies as the key factors
mpet that account for effective performances, which we, the researchers, are working to identify through
our focus groups and will define as knowledge and skills.
e For the purpose of this research, geis the of information and the mental
structures used to organize that information (Northouse, 2016)
For the purpose of this research, skills are defined as the ability to use one's knowledge and
skill competencies to accomplish a set of goals or objectives. Leadership skills can be acquired through
training and development (Northouse, 2016)
For the purpose of this research, "New Normal" will be defined as the period of change after the
o - COVID-19 Pandemic (Underwood, 2021). The "New Normal® also signifies fundamental shifts in

operations and behavior of or , due to the sustained nature of |

and ,
the COVID-19 pandemic (Raghavan ,2021).
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Appendix F:
Capstone Timeline

\'4

e CAPSTONE TIMELINE

—, 2
MARCH 2023 DL 02 MAY - JUNE

Finalize focus groups and

Begin developing focus begin to schedule focus

group questions.

Data Analysis

groups
EARLY APRIL 2023 END OF APRIL 2023
Begin the process of Conduct multiple focus
recruiting focus group groups to formally begin the
participants; continue to data collection process
refine focus group questions
and format

46



Appendix G:

Coded transcriptions by finding

Learn to act like a leader/Lead people

Making decisions with data/”business minded”/financial acumen

Balance technical, human, and concepts/ Getting work dot

g work forward

Inclusion

Communication/Feedback/Facilitation

Skills

Focs Grow [FromiemSomg Stz Tt Grow Froser Sovrg Suar Foc Group
Ty
- iaation esm e soprosen rouz Grous 2 [snanicas i ocuz Groups
s canverisTons £eng o W SERRIE SS90t haW 50 50 50
g g c [revise snc agie, st i ot agie zoscifcaty sz o or iz
[y rom aninem 108 it ime empioyee rocus Group 1 ises o e [smeicn it Focus Groups
e
mezt cethem s ncking when they get there anc 2o that Fnancinl
e e [scumen ana zpeciicay | am a fan of programs that are Pand on
[mosresntr Focus oroup - Focu: Group s

in groups arc eonen snc caze suser
m—bmumw,mmnu

|seep cive nes frarce 1ng sceounting |

3 moreof anAppics

sroniem seting,
weve obea for,right. ¥ just
2

soietopickup rew aste st

|on the asta ront. ' you know, 2o you know whien
e 3

it just tensifea
[you mees o ave tns st 2 cove st 1 ¢ a0l 10 5e sgie 1022

rous Grovo 2 Buines: ive.in finance nd sccou
s that e
ouiging ousiness cases to et ouy in rocus Group 2
(erer e sensaer: som st
zown t2tne crerent veiz rocuz aroua 2
ssts crving cocision: rocu Grovo 2
g Tes e
Jrsge rocus Grovp 3
Jwe canacept to hem or adspt o them anca o veingagie.
imsie eing soie t2run sn crganizstion with ome sence ot
amciuity, being comtortaste, 1 tink witn smaiguiy i going o
o xey 501 805 there con et csper: jump rous Grouo 3.
T Sh Ty TWauE coneur on FRRETEE P
Ore, being|
[organzstionstleaming pow crganizstons e sruciures, howts gest asta snc oe soie to mate
ouia e rocus Group 2 rocus Grouo 3
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Knowledge

Focus Group

[am | am | able to focus on results

could be like a nice tie everything together for the program.

Focus Group 1

Focus Group 1

Knowledge Focus Group

[Fomeane who is able to see interconnectedness between different
phenomena within the organization to be able to connect the dots,
look at the big picture. And not necessarily just look at the
organization from one

Focus Group 3

Focus Group 3

executive presence or leadership presence. | think in today's hybrid
worlds when we come out of COVID and people may have spent three
years you know, living in their house and not talking to people I think
that's important. Not only just live and in person, but what does that
look like when your virtual process improvement kind of goes along
with problem solving. So you know, an element of whether that's
process improvement, change management, some kind of

combination of those two things. Focus Group 4

Focus Group 1

really good at leading other people

Focus Group 1

[And for Us, we saw we saw people having to figure It out in
different ways. | don't know that that fundamentally should change
leadership for the rest of history in the universe. | think it really is
about us figuring out what are those fundamental things about
being a leader that the cross no matter where you are, if you're

standing next to somebody or if you're, you know, working on
opposite sides of the globe

how you can take those skills that you have and apply them and

Focus Group 1

Focus Group 2

lFocus Group 2

how to look at data and tell a story not just put up charts and pictures |Focus Group 5

Focus Group 5

Focus Group 5

Focus Group 5
realizing that as a leader, it's your job to get work done to other

people. It's not about you. Focus Group 5
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Inclusion/DEI

Focus Group 1
Focus Group 2

51



‘Communication/Feedback Communication/Feedback

How to write an executive summary
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Trust/Ethics

consistency
Integrity

Focus Group

Focus Group 1

Focus Group 2

Focus Group 3

Focus Group 4

Focus Group 4
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