After 3 years at Penn State and 2 in the PLA, how would you now define the traits of an effective leader?
There are many different kinds of leaders, and the traits that make them effective may vary. But in my experience, there are a few certain traits that make every leader an effective one. They are the ability to listen, self-awareness, and openness. We will explore what each of these concepts mean and examine some examples in the following essay.

Listening is about hearing what people think and incorporating their ideas in the conversation. Hearing is more than just the reception of the energy from the sound waves reaching your ears and transmitting that information to the brain. If you mom asks you to clean your room and all you do is hear her, you probably wont move to go clean your room. You just heard what she said. Listening is more though. It is about internalizing their thoughts and responding by taking action. If you were to listen to your mom, you would get up and go clean your room, and if you were being really nice, maybe the bathroom too! Taking action however, does not have to be a physical response, like walking upstairs to your room. Taking action could be building on what the person said--commenting, critiquing, reflecting, questioning, synthesizing, or challenging what they say. Not just responding with a generic "yea."

In a leadership setting, listening is what allows discussions to be purposeful and not just a repetition of the same ideas. By listening to what others say, the ideas build on each other and improve as the conversation progresses. For groups, listening can be an effective way to let everyone participate in the conversation because in order to listen, one person cannot do all of the talking. You have to take turns and be respectful of others in the group. Listening also requires you to participate in the conversation. In order to take action in response to what someone says, you have to say something or do something. You cannot just passively sit and watch the discussion in front of you.  Effective listening is both about hearing what people say and responding to their thoughts and opinions. An effective leader is able to balance these qualities and practice listening well.

The second trait that makes a leader effective is self-awareness. Self-awareness is about knowing who you are as a person, knowing what traits you have and where your weaknesses are. To be an effective leader, one should now that one person cannot do everything alone. Asking for help is not a sign of weakness, but a sign of enormous strength. Good leaders recognize this fact and are also aware, or working on becoming aware of their own strengths and weaknesses. They know that sometimes, they might not be the most effective leader in a situation. A self-aware leader knows when to step back and when to step up. It is related to their personality (see previous essay). A self-aware leader might be able to read the thoughts of the group and determine if they are the right leader for a certain situation. Someone else in their group might have a personality that meshes better with the group, and therefore might be a better leader for this job.

For example, someone might be really good at seeing the big picture--what the end product will accomplish. They can envision the effects of their work. Yet, they may not be able to see all of the details or the organization that goes into executing the event. Somebody else might be really detail-oriented, able to coordinate all of the small aspects of an event, while they might lose sight of the big picture. Neither of these scenarios is worse than the other. A leader is good when they realize what kind of leader they are. If you do not know that you are a big picture person and you are not able to plan out all of the little details of an event--what kind of food, what kind of decorations, what kind of advertisements, than the event might not have enough food for the number of people you hope to attend. Where as if you are detail oriented, you might be so focused on getting the right kind of confetti for the tables, that you forget this is an educational event, and the table settings, while helpful, are not the most important aspect of the program.\

The third trait to be explored is openness. Openness is related to both of the previous topics. In order to listen effectively, a good leader is open to new ideas, is willing to listen and learn. To practice being self-aware, a leader needs to be open to change and willing to recognize the fact that not everything can to be done in a certain way. Openness is about willing to try something new, something that may be unfamiliar and strange, but might be effective. If a leader comes into a situation with an idea of how things need to be done and is not open to other ideas or thoughts, the leader will be more of a dictator and less of a leader. However being open to too many ideas is also not effective. If the leader is willing to listen to every single idea from every single person, a conclusion may not be reached and no action will be taken. From this example, we can see that openness, like listening and self-awareness is about balance. To be an effective leader, you must you must balance the opinions of everyone in the group, you must determine the most effective way to accomplish a task, you must balance the personalities of the group with your own, you have to balance listening, being self-aware, and openness.  These are only three examples, but from previous experience, effective leaders have had at least all three of these traits, listening, being self-aware, and openness in common. 
