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Title
The Leadership Challenge in Action: An Experiential Classroom Exercise
Abstract
Understanding student leadership development in and out of the classroom setting is an important element for academic intuitions to consider in the development of student leaders.  A plethora of leadership models exist for the educator charged with teaching leadership in their classroom, yet integrating experiential leader aspects into the classroom setting is a more challenging act for the teaching professional.  This paper integrates the work of Kouzes and Posner’s (2012) Leadership Challenge, which introduces five exemplary leadership practices: challenging the process, inspiring a shared vision, enabling others to act, modeling the way, and encouraging the heart into a reflective and experientially driven exercise for the classroom instructor.  Transferring theory into practice through this experiential exercise allows an opportunity to challenge students to become active participants in their leadership learning. 
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Introduction

This exercise provides students with the opportunity to engage with the five practices of The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2012), using real-world scenarios. Additionally, the exercise was developed mindful of Fulford’s (2013) call for leadership education to focus on leadership skills in a team-based environment.  While The Leadership Challenge is one of the most popular texts for leadership classes (Burch, Goulet, & Szwed, 2014; Harris, Bruce, & Jones, 2011), we have not found an exercise that allows students to perform the behaviors espoused in the text.
Rationale for the Exercise

There is a growing emphasis on leader development at many institutions of higher education, particularly within business schools.  A cursory examination of 35 schools/colleges of business’ websites found without exception some claim of leadership development. 

Leadership education and development are inextricably linked; what a student learns in the classroom is influenced by leadership experiences, both past and present (Lindsay, et al., 2009).  Interpretation of and interaction with theoretical leadership concepts may be influenced by the student’s experiences with other leaders (both good and bad), and the student’s own leadership development activities. Conger (2013) cautions that the impact of leadership education is limited when educators do not include opportunities for students to apply the material learned. Giving students the opportunity to engage with real-world leadership scenarios contributes to their leadership knowledge acquisition (Morrison, Rha, & Helfman, 2003).

Allio (2005) contrasts leadership literacy and leadership competency.  In order for leadership development to occur, individuals must practice leadership; “…performing deliberate acts of leadership” (p. 1071).  Seemiller & Murray (2013) agree that leadership “…competencies are not predisposed and thus can be learned and developed” (p. 35), particularly through the practice of these competencies. Finally, many academic programs do not use competency models, but having comprehensive, common leadership competencies would be helpful for leadership education (Seemiller & Murray, 2013). 


The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2012) provides leadership competencies in the form of leadership behaviors, and is a popular text in leadership courses. One study found the text to be the most recommended text by leadership educators (Harris, et al., 2011). Another study determined, through syllabi analysis, that The Leadership Challenge is the second most used text in leadership courses (Burch, et al., 2014).  As widely-used as the text is, we could not find any exercises that allow students to practice the leadership behaviors described in The Leadership Challenge.  Kouzes and Posner developed training for The Leadership Challenge, but the exercises included are mostly reflective in nature, rather than application of the behaviors.  The Student Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2008) similarly contains many reflective exercises, but no “real-world” practice opportunities.
Overview of the Exercise
The learning objectives for this exercise are:
1. For students to gain a more thorough understanding of leadership behaviors.
2. For students to reflect on the commitments and behaviors espoused in The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2012).
3. For students to experience the commitments and behaviors articulated in The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2012).
Target Audience 

An earlier version of this exercise was originally designed for undergraduate students in a Management elective course – Managerial Psychology. In this course the students read a combination of texts and trade books on leadership or related (i.e., motivation) topics.  The exercise will be useful to any organizational behavior or leadership course (undergraduate or graduate) where there is at least minimal coverage of practices and behaviors contained in The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2012). 
Time Required

This exercise was designed as part of a 75 or 90-minute class, but could work well in a longer class; the entire time required for each portion of the exercise is 60 to 75 minutes, depending on the number of teams (2 to 6, respectively). The exercise runs over the course of five class periods, using 60 to 75 minutes each time.  The time required for each portion of a given exercise day is as follows:

Team reflection – 10 minutes

Team completion of the deliverable (exercise) – 20 minutes 


Experience/Present the deliverable (exercise) – 5 minutes for each team


Debrief – 15 minutes 
Number of Participants

This exercise works well with teams of five. It is important to keep team sizes to five given that each team member will be the leader for each of the five practices (Model the Way, Inspire a Shared Vision, Challenge the Process, Enable Other to Act, and Encourage the Heart). Additionally this team size allows for appropriate reflection and discussion. Therefore, it can be used in a class as small as 10 students, or one as large as 30 students.  The teams should stay together for all five parts of the exercise.  Because there will be more teams in larger classes, the experience and debrief portions of the exercise will take longer.

Obviously, classes do not always split evenly into teams of five. For this exercise, it is better to have a smaller team or two, rather than have teams of 6.  If there must be smaller teams, some team members would need to be the team leader, and/or a presenter more than once (please see the “Instructions for Classroom Execution of the Exercise,” below).

Materials Needed

Students will need The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2012) textbook, a copy of “Kouzes & Posner Exemplary Practices in Action” (please see Appendix A), and a copy of “The Leadership Challenge ‘Cheat Sheet’” (please see Appendix B).
Pre-Exercise Preparation Needed by Students

Students should read The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2012). Students may read the entire book prior to participating in the exercise, or they may read just the corresponding chapter for that week’s part of the exercise.  As an alternative, in our class, students read the text over the course of several class periods, and then engaged in the exercise.
Pre-Exercise Preparation Needed by Instructor

Instructors will need to:

· Review The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2012), and the student instructions for the exercise: “Kouzes & Posner Exemplary Practices in Action” (Appendix A).
· Make copies for each student of “Kouzes & Posner Exemplary Practices in Action” (Appendix A).

· Make copies for each student of “The Leadership Challenge ‘Cheat Sheet.’” (Appendix B)
· Decide on groupings for student teams. Will you assign teams, or let students choose their own?
Instructions for Classroom Execution of the Exercise

Prior to conducting the exercise, the instructor should ensure student understanding of the concepts in the particular chapter of The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2012). Instructors may lecture, present theory, hold discussions; in other words, conduct class as usual. This enables students to feel comfortable with the material before the exercise begins. There are two ways material may be covered prior to the exercise. One method (preferred) is to cover the entire text before beginning the exercise, and then conduct the exercise in five successive classes.  In each of those five classes, one portion of the exercise will be conducted (e.g., Day 1 – Model the Way; Day 2 – Inspire a Shared Vision, etc.). An alternative approach is to cover the corresponding chapter on one day, and conduct that portion of the exercise on the second (e.g., Day 1 – Model the Way content coverage; Day 2 – Conduct the Model the Way portion of the exercise; Day 3 – Inspire a Shared Vision content coverage; Day 4 – Conduct the Inspire a Shared Vision portion of the exercise, etc.).

On the first day of conducting the exercise, inform the class that they will be participating in an extended exercise to reflect on and practice the leadership practices described in The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2012).  Distribute the “Kouzes & Posner Exemplary Practices in Action” (Appendix A).

Communicate the following to the class:
1.) You each will be assigned to a consulting team of five for the duration of this exercise, which will take place in five different classes.

2.) Each day of the exercise will focus on one of the five leadership practices in The Leadership Challenge.

3.) Each person on the team will assume the role of team leader for 1 of the 5 issues/practices that are plaguing the company of your choice as depicted in the scenarios distributed. 

4.) In each class period of the exercise, you will have 10 minutes to reflect on the issue as a team, 20 minutes to complete the exercise as a team, and 5 minutes to experience/present the deliverable. If the deliverable is written they should hand it in to the teacher at the conclusion of the lecture. If the deliverable is a presentation or group discussion, students shall record via video camera as to document their work and submit (post to online learning site) to the teacher after the lecture. 
5.) The team leader for any given day does not necessarily need to be the presenter for that day.  However, each team member must present once; no team member can present twice.
6.) Once the teams have all presented their respective exercise to the class, debrief the exercise with the entire class.  Using the behaviors below each experiential activity (Appendix A), conduct a group debrief. Sample questions are below.  
a. Did the experience allow for leadership behaviors to be discussed or practiced? 
b. How could behaviors have been enhanced? 
c. What would you do differently? 
Student Reaction to the Exercise

This version of the exercise is a significant revision of an exercise previously used.  With the earlier exercise, students indicated that they enjoyed doing the exercise and that they were engaged with the topic.  Student’s appreciated the opportunity to further explore the practices and behaviors of The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 2012).

While students were generally quite positive about the earlier version of the exercise, they recommended some enhancements to it. They asked for more clarity regarding what should be included in each exercise; we added lists of the leadership behaviors for each part of the exercise and created “The Leadership Challenge ‘Cheat Sheet’” (Appendix B).
How Exercise will be Demonstrated in a 30-Minute ELA Session
For the 30 minute ELA session, we will have participants conduct only one part of the entire exercise. Experiencing a single part of the overall exercise, along with the exercise handouts, will give session attendees enough understanding of the entire exercise that they should easily be able to conduct it with their own classes.
	Activity
	Time Needed

	Introduction and overview of The Leadership Challenge
	5 mins

	Instructions for the Exercise
	3 mins

	Teams engage in  the “Encourage the Heart” reflection portion of the exercise 
	10 mins

	One team enacts the “Encourage the Heart” experience in front of participants
	5 mins

	Debrief the Exercise
	5 mins

	Conclusion
	2 mins

	
	

	                                                                                Total Time
	30 mins


Conclusion

The Leadership Challenge is a framework for espousing leadership values through daily actions, yet, the challenge lies in pairing each practice to a specific issue. The reality is that the five practices are not designed to solve specific problems, but rather foster a holistic approach to leadership by living them. Our strategy for adding an experiential component to The Leadership Challenge is not to establish proficiency, but to provide the students with an opportunity to put theory into action. Challenging real-life scenarios, coupled with dynamic issues, abbreviated timelines, and reflection opportunities force students to live the practices they are using to solve the problems in front of them. Upon personal reflection of peer and teacher assessment, students should walk away with an awareness of their natural tendencies and what that means to their ability to live the five practices of The Leadership Challenge. The key to ensuring the future value of this assignment will be in the teacher’s ability to not only live the standard themselves, but to hold students accountable for implementing what they learned during this assignment into the rest of the course and beyond. 
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Appendix A: Kouzes & Posner Exemplary Practices in Action
Exercise Background

Congratulations!

You have just been hired as a leadership consultant for the (company of your choice). The company is excited to welcome you and your team of four co-workers (to work in a group of five) into their company for the next five weeks to address individual and organizational issues that have been hampering them from reaching their full potential over the last two years of production. You were primarily selected due to your vast leadership knowledge in producing results through use of (Kouzes & Posner’s Leadership Challenge).  Much like the other company’s you have worked with, this company would like you to use the exemplary leadership practices to ensure that extraordinary things happen within their organization. 
Enjoy the experience, and good luck! 

Sincerely, 

V.P. (Company of Your Choice)

Company Issue # 1: Model the Way
There is a substantial divide between lower, middle, and senior management at our company. While our organizational values are clear, there are different perceptions on how each level of the organization lives them. Lower management feels that their opinions do not matter. Middle management feels that lower management is uncooperative, and that senior management is overpaid. Senior management feels they are the only ones making a difference in the corporation. 

Reflective Component
1- How does the company overcome these perceptions to ensure that all individuals are living the shared organizational values of the company each day? 

2- What actions do employees need to take, to ensure alignment of actions with values?

Experiential Component (Deliverable: written memo, and verbal presentation)
Craft a new and improved company leadership philosophy. Ensure it is inclusive to all members and captures the changing needs of the corporation. Be sure to address the behaviors below. 
1. I set a personal example of what I expect of others.

2. I spend time and energy making certain that the people I work with adhere to the principles and standards we have agreed on.

3. I follow through on the promises and commitments that I make.

4. I ask for feedback on how my actions affect other people’s performance.

5. I build consensus around a common set of values for running our organization.

6. I am clear about my philosophy of leadership.

Company Issue # 2: Inspire a Shared Vision

Research and development has just created a product that has the potential to revolutionize the industry, but it will drastically change the scope of the company’s work. Senior Management is not sold on the idea, as they are more traditional in their view of the company’s value proposition. The research and development, as well as financial shops, feel it is crucial to act immediately while there is a first mover’s advantage in the field.  Articulating a plan to senior management to ensure alignment on the strategic vision of the future of the company is at a standstill.

Reflective Component
1- What does the future look like with this new product?

2- How do you stir mutual excitement with team members?

Experiential Component (Deliverable: facilitate workshop, group role play)
Facilitate a working session to senior management on why the company should move in the new direction proposed by research and development and the finance branch. Imagining and ennobling future possibilities should be embraced, while understanding the lack of appeal senior management has had.  Ensure the behaviors below are incorporated into that plan.
1. I talk about future trends that will influence how our work gets done.

2. I describe a compelling image of what our future could be like.

3. I appeal to others to share an exciting dream of the future.

4. I show others how their long-term interests can be realized by enlisting in a common vision.

5. I paint the “big picture” of what we aspire to accomplish.

6. I speak with genuine conviction about the higher meaning and purpose of our work.

Company Issue #3: Challenge the Process

After having been a member of the organizational fabric for three weeks, you have done a deep dive on the company’s leadership culture by conducting a 360-leadership feedback and through conducting interviews on a cross section of lower, middle, and senior management.  In your results, you realize issues stem from one individual.  The individual that is problematic is the same individual who hired you as a consultant, the VP.  He is adamant that his way is the right way and you are now stuck in need of presenting your findings to him in a way that will not upset him, or cost you your job. 

Reflective Component
1- How do I convey information to the senior leader so that he is receptive?

2- What does a small win look like in terms of getting this person to see the bigger picture?

Experiential Component (Deliverable: act out a structured conversation)
Develop a structured channel of communication for your upcoming conversation with the VP. In your conversation, you should be helping the member look inward and outward for innovative ways to improve, and you should be confident in your dialogue/approach, for this individual is certainly confident in his thoughts about the rest of the staff.  Ensure the behaviors below are incorporated into that plan. 
1. I seek out challenging opportunities that test my own skills and abilities.

2. I challenge people to try out new and innovative ways to do their work.

3. I search outside the formal boundaries of my organization for innovative ways to improve what we do.

4. I ask “What can we learn?” when things don’t go as expected.

5. I make certain that we set achievable goals, make concrete plans, and establish measurable milestones for the projects and programs that we work on.

6. I experiment and take risks, even when there is a chance of failure.

Company Issue #4: Enable Others to Act

Although you have been consistent in shaping the fabric of positivity and productivity in the organization, you have become keenly aware that you may be stunting some individual’s growth by being front and center to the change effort. It has become evident that some individuals are hiding behind your skills, observing, and not taking an active role in the production of the team, something they once did.  Although you have built relationships with many of these members, strengthening their self-determination and competence is crucial as you exit the company one week from today. 

Reflective Component
1- How do you foster an inclusive, trusting environment of individuals?

2- How might you strengthen confidence, autonomy, and relatedness among members as they complete tasks? 

Experiential Component (Deliverable: conduct discussion, group role play)
Develop a roundtable discussion, in which you will outline your approach to integrating members of the team.  In this discussion, you should highlight as well as solidify individual member’s roles within the team, while creating an action plan for members to support those roles. Ensure the behaviors below are incorporated into that plan. 

1. I develop cooperative relationships among the people I work with.

2. I actively listen to diverse points of view.

3. I treat others with dignity and respect.

4. I support the decisions that people make on their own.

5. I give people a great deal of freedom and choice in deciding how to do their work.

6. I ensure that people grow in their jobs by learning new skills and developing themselves.

Company Issue #5: Encourage the Heart

As you have navigated your four weeks as a consultant, you have work with senior management and middle management on actionable goals, a sense of collective vision, the ability to challenge outdated or preconceived notions, and the power of a team. Before your five-week contract is up, you realize that recognizing as well as celebrating employee accomplishments is vital to the sustainment of future productivity.  Recently, you have seen many hard-working individuals stretch beyond their comfort zone, with little to no recognition from senior management. You worry that your work may fall on employees who feel undervalued or discontent with their jobs if a formal recognition program is not developed. 

Essential Questions: 

1- How will you recognize employee contributions?

2- How will you create a cohesive community through celebration? 

Deliverable 5: Due End of Week 5: (Deliverable: written document and presentation)
Develop a recognition ceremony script. The draft script will be performed on the last day of your consulting work at the company, and will act as the catalyst for future recognition ceremonies.  You are to choose one to three employees to recognize formally in front of their peers, something that has not been conducted at this company in over two years.  In conducting this ceremony, you hope to encourage future action and motivation in your colleagues. Ensure the behaviors below are incorporated into that plan. 

1. I praise people for a job well done.

2. I make it a point to let people know about my confidence in their abilities.

3. I make sure that people are creatively rewarded for their contributions to the success of our projects.

4. I publicly recognize people who exemplify commitment to shared values.

5. I find ways to celebrate accomplishments.

6. I give members of the team lots of appreciation and support for their contributions.
Appendix B: The Leadership Challenge ‘Cheat Sheet’
	The Practice
	The Commitments
	The Behaviors

	Model the Way
	1. Clarify values by finding your voice and affirming shared ideals.

2. Set the example by aligning actions with shared values.
	1. I set a personal example of what I expect of others.

2. I spend time and energy making certain that the people I work with adhere to the principles and standards we have agreed on.

3. I follow through on the promises and commitments that I make.

4. I ask for feedback on how my actions affect other people’s performance.

5. I build consensus around a common set of values for running our organization.

6. I am clear about my philosophy of leadership.

	Inspire a Shared Vision
	1. Envision the future by imaging exciting and ennobling possibilities.

2. Enlist others in a common vision by appealing to shared aspirations.
	7. I talk about future trends that will influence how our work gets done.

8. I describe a compelling image of what our future could be like.

9. I appeal to others to share an exciting dream of the future.

10. I show others how their long-term interests can be realized by enlisting in a common vision.

11. I paint the “big picture” of what we aspire to accomplish.

12. I speak with genuine conviction about the higher meaning and purpose of our work.

	Challenge the Process
	1. Search for opportunities by seizing the initiative and by looking outward for innovative ways to improve.

2. Experiment and take risks by constantly generating small wins and learning from experience.
	7. I seek out challenging opportunities that test my own skills and abilities.

8. I challenge people to try out new and innovative ways to do their work.

9. I search outside the formal boundaries of my organization for innovative ways to improve what we do.

10. I ask “What can we learn?” when things don’t go as expected.

11. I make certain that we set achievable goals, make concrete plans, and establish measurable milestones for the projects and programs that we work on.

12. I experiment and take risks, even when there is a chance of failure.


Appendix B: The Leadership Challenge ‘Cheat Sheet’, continued
	The Practice
	The Commitments
	The Behaviors

	Enable Others to Act
	1. Foster collaboration by building trust and facilitating relationships.

2. Strengthen others by increasing self-determination and developing competence.
	7. I develop cooperative relationships among the people I work with.

8. I actively listen to diverse points of view.

9. I treat others with dignity and respect.

10. I support the decisions that people make on their own.

11. I give people a great deal of freedom and choice in deciding how to do their work.

12. I ensure that people grow in their jobs by learning new skills and developing themselves.

	Encourage the Heart
	1. Recognize contributions by showing appreciation for individual excellence.

2. Celebrate the values and victories by creating a spirit of community.
	7. I praise people for a job well done.

8. I make it a point to let people know about my confidence in their abilities.

9. I make sure that people are creatively rewarded for their contributions to the success of our projects.

10. I publicly recognize people who exemplify commitment to shared values.

11. I find ways to celebrate accomplishments.

12. I give members of the team lots of appreciation and support for their contributions.


