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Abstract 
 

Leadership educators seek to understand how they can better develop leadership among 

their students through formal and informal course experiences. The purpose of this study was to 

understand how undergraduate students perceive reasons for changes in their leadership 

practices, after completing a personal leadership education course. The course focused on the 

five exemplary practices of college students. As part of the course, students completed the 

Student Leadership Practices Inventory (S-LPI) as a pre and post assessment. A qualitative 

content analysis of 107 undergraduate student reflections from multiple sections of a leadership 

course was conducted to examine students’ perceptions of what influenced their change in scores 

on the S-LPI assessment. Students perceived that the curricular, co-curricular, and extracurricular 

activities of the course (including the high-impact service-learning project) affected their change 

in score for the leadership behavior(s) they intended to focus on throughout the semester. 

Students whose scores did not increase for the leadership behavior they chose to focus on still 

experienced leadership growth and development but attributed their growth to different items: 

their growth was in a different leadership behavior than intended or they developed a greater 
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understanding of the five practices which affected their self-assessed score. 

 

Introduction 
 

Individuals learn and develop leadership through a variety of mediums such as formal 

coursework, youth and collegiate programs, educational experiences, and on-the-job experiences 

(Brungardt, 1997; Cress, Astin, Zimmerman-Oster, & Burkhardt, 2001; Dugan, 2006). 

Universities across the nation work to create meaningful coursework that allows students to learn 

about the field of leadership and develop their personal leadership skills. According to Huber 

(2002), the goal of leadership education is to provide opportunities for people to learn skills, 

competencies, and knowledge necessary to become successful leaders. The National Leadership 

Education Research Agenda (NLERA) puts forth the following definition of leadership 

education: “The pedagogical practice of facilitating leadership learning in an effort to build 

human capacity and is informed by leadership theory and research. It values and is inclusive of 

both curricular and co-curricular educational contexts” (Andenoro et al., 2013, p. 3). 

 

Leadership is learned through both a formal process using curricular or classroom 

learning and an informal process using co-curricular means or activities outside the formal 

classroom (Andenoro et al., 2013). Leadership education and leadership development are often 

used interchangeably, but have distinctive meanings. Leadership development is the umbrella 

under which leadership education resides. Leadership development, as defined by Brungardt 

(1996), “refers to almost every form of growth or stage of development in the life cycle that 

promotes, encourages, and assists in one’s leadership potential” (p. 83). Leadership development 

refers to both formal and informal learning activities. Leadership education is a component of 

leadership development and focuses more on formal learning experiences such as a college 

course or professional seminar intended to teach specific leadership skills or concepts 

(Brungardt, 1996). Understanding the link between leadership development and leadership 

education is essential as leadership educators attempt to expand the capacities of individual 

students in the classroom through curricular activities and outside the classroom through co- 

curricular assignments. Leadership educators in formal settings, such as college classrooms, can 

influence leadership development by integrating informal activities into the structure of the 

formal classroom environment. Posner (2004) reinforced this concept when he stated, 

“Leadership development is now an integral part of the educational program of college students, 

with courses and activities scattered throughout the co-curricular experience” (p. 443). 

 

High-impact practices have been defined as active learning experiences both inside and 

outside of the classroom (curricular and co-curricular) that increase student learning, 

engagement, and retention of information (Kuh, 2008). High-impact practices which have been 

identified by Kuh (2008) include: collaborative assignments and projects, common intellectual 

experiences, diversity/global learning, learning communities, and service-learning or 

community-based learning. By implementing high-impact practices along with teaching formal 

leadership content, leadership educators can enhance the leadership development of their 

students. High impact practices, like leading a team, can have positive implications for 

leadership development when paired with a leadership course. In his examination of leadership 

development, Grandzol (2011) found, “augmenting the leadership experience… with a formal 

course or reflection process would lead to even greater gains in leadership skills” (p. 67). This 
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supports the idea that high impact practices should be included within leadership education to 

promote student leadership development. The idea of incorporating high-impact practices into 

leadership courses is reinforced by Roberts’ (2008) assertion that study alone is not sufficient for 

development. Furthermore, Wren (2001) contended “the unique nature of leadership requires its 

study to be a combination of intellectual inquiry, behavioral innovation, and practical 

application” (p. 5). 

 

Service learning is a high-impact practice (Kuh, 2008) that has been connected with 

significant gains in the essential learning outcomes of “deepening personal and social 

responsibility” and “practicing integrative and applied learning” (p. 6). Service learning is an 

instructional strategy that connects students with community partners to combine formal 

classroom learning to informal learning outside the classroom. According to Kuh (2008), “a key 

element…is the opportunity students have to both apply what they are learning in real-world 

settings and reflect in a classroom setting on their service experiences” (p. 11). 

 

Through the high-impact practice of service learning, leadership educators have the 

unique capability to promote and facilitate students’ reflective practices. This is significant as 

Roberts (2008) wrote that the ability of students to reflect “…will indeed be crucial to their 

success” (p. 126). Depth of learning and critical thinking can increase through journal writing 

and self-reflection (Jones & Brown, 1993; Lizzio & Wilson, 2007; Sessa, Matos, & Hopkins, 

2009). A specific reflective practice that students can use is critical self-reflection. Mezirow 

(1990) identified critical self-reflection as a means of learning, or “the process of making a new 

or revised interpretation of the meaning of an experience, which guides subsequent 

understanding, appreciation, and action” (p. 1). The learning that accompanies critical self- 

reflection can result in valuable insight into a student’s pattern of reaction (Mezirow, 1998). 

Educators must understand the significance of self-reflective practices with regards to facilitating 

adult learning and how it can be used for multiple purposes (Mezirow, 1998). Reflection 

combined with high-impact practices in leadership education has the potential to enhance 

students’ leadership development. 

 

As Posner (2012) noted, there is a need for studies that examine the influence of 

leadership development programs and classes to understand how leadership is developed. One 

model for leadership educators to use in order to effectively measure students’ perceived 

leadership development is the Student-Leadership Practices Inventory (S-LPI) developed by 

Kouzes and Posner (1987). The S-LPI measures five leadership practices important for leaders to 

be most effective: (a) Model the Way, (b) Inspire a Shared Vision, (c) Challenge the Process, (d) 

Enable Others to Act, and (e) Encourage the Heart. The S-LPI can be assigned among any 

context to broadly measure the leadership practices of college students (Grandzol, 2011). 

Observations validate this tool as it pertains to this study of a personal leadership course. “The 

more student leaders reported having both opportunities to be leaders and to develop their 

leadership skills the more they engaged in each of the five leadership practices supports the 

predictive validity of the instrument and conceptual framework” (Posner, 2012, p. 232). 

 

The leadership educators’ task to develop student leadership skills aligns with priorities 

found within the NLERA (Andenoro et al., 2013). Priority Three of the NLERA tasks leadership 

educators to psychologically develop leaders, followers, and learners. Included in this priority 
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are development of leaders’ self-awareness, self-esteem for leadership practice, creativity, self- 

agreement, self-sacrifice, and empowerment. According to the NLERA, these constructs 

“provide a powerful foundation for the learner” (p. 13), and they allow the learner to develop 

perspective for self within a group context (Andenoro et al., 2013). In this study, the examination 

of students’ reflections about their changes in scores for the five leadership practices sought to 

describe students’ development over the course of a semester in a personal leadership education 

course. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 
The theoretical framework for this study was based upon Kolb’s Experiential Learning 

Model (1984). Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model reinforces reflective practice and 

observation as an integral part of students’ ability to learn. Experiential learning creates 

knowledge that results from the transformation of experience and the understanding of that 

experience (Kolb, 1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2005). Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model (1984) 
 

 

Figure 1. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model. Adapted from Experiential learning: 

Experience as the source of learning and development. Copyright 1984 by Prentice Hall. 
 

 

describes learning as a process linking education, work, and personal development. This model 

posits four points that are key to learning through experience: concrete experience, reflective 

observations, abstract conceptualizations, and active experimentation. These points are cyclical 

and each is unique to the learner’s experiences (Kolb, 1984; see Figure 1). 

 

In this study, Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model (1984) guided students through the 

learning process. The class lectures consisted of personal leadership topics framed using The 

Student Leadership Challenge: Five Practices of Exemplary Leaders (Kouzes & Posner, 2008). 

Other topics discussed in the course include: emotional intelligence, values development, 

personal vision, creativity, authentic leadership, strengths, and personality types. Students 

participated in class discussion and completed the S-LPI assessment as part of the experience 

related to the five leadership practices. Students also completed high-impact practices including 

collaborative small-group assignments and a service-learning project. 
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Throughout the course, students individually reflected on their leadership behaviors 

(reflective observation) during and after the experiences through journaling. These reflections 

were written by the students in class as a requirement for the course. Students stated changes 

they expected to occur (abstract conceptualizations), and applied these changes to other parts of 

their life (active experimentation) such as their work places, student organizations, and course 

projects. 

 

The active experimentation phase occurred throughout the semester as students practiced 

leadership in curricular, co-curricular, and extra-curricular activities including the high-impact 

practice required for the course, the service-learning growth project. Students then had 

continuous concrete experiences through the lectures and discussion about the five leadership 

practices over the course of the semester. This array of experiences, reflections, and 

conceptualizations allowed for students to participate in both formal and informal leadership 

development experiences while reflecting on their development as a leader. 

 

This study sought to examine students’ reflective observations and abstract 

conceptualizations of their S-LPI scores and what influenced their changes in scores for each of 

the five practices of exemplary leadership after completing a formal, personal leadership 

education course. We examined students’ reflections about the changes in their S-LPI scores 

from the beginning to the end of the semester and specifically their attributions about what 

influenced these changes. 

 

Context for the Study 
 

Although this is a content analysis and the data for the study consisted of the student 

reflections, the researchers feel it is important for the reader to understand the quantitative 

instrument the students completed as a pre/post assessment. Students in a personal leadership 

education course completed the online version of the Student-Leadership Practices Inventory (S- 

LPI; John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2014) as a course requirement. The S-LPI “identifies specific 

behaviors and actions that students report using when they are at their ‘personal best as leaders’” 

(Posner, 2012, p. 222); the identified behaviors are Model the Way, Inspire a Shared Vision, 

Challenge the Process, Enable Others to Act, and Encourage the Heart. The instrument contained 

30 questions and asked students to respond on a five-point summated scale (1=Rarely or Seldom; 

2=Once in a While; 3=Sometimes; 4=Often; 5=Very Frequently). 

 

This self-assessment was measured for reliability and validity by Posner (2012); a 

database of approximately 78,000 students was used to run the statistics. Internal reliability was 

found to be acceptable for each of the identified practices with the following Cronbach alpha 

coefficients: Model the Way (α=.69), Inspire a Shared Vision (α=.78), Challenge the Process 

(α=.73), Enable Others to Act (α=.69), and Encourage the Heart (α=.80). Validity was affirmed 

through normative analyses of leadership engagement and leadership behaviors, and predictive 

validity of the instrument was supported through analyses determining that students who  

engaged in leadership and leadership development opportunities were more engaged with each of 

the five leadership practices (Posner, 2012). Student’s S-LPI scores were the basis of their 

reflections, which were analyzed for this study. 



187 

Journal of Leadership Educators Spring 2015 
 

 

 
 

Methods 
 

The design for this study was a qualitative content analysis. A content analysis is a 

method used to study indirect human behavior through analysis of communications (Fraenkel, 

Wallen, & Huyn, 2012). Qualitative content analysis or ethnographic content analysis is a type of 

content analysis which refers to an approach to analyzing documents and allows categories “to 

emerge out of data and on recognizing significance for understanding the meaning in the context 

in which an item being analyzed appeared” (Bryman, 2012, p. 291). This study examined the 

reflections of students in a personal leadership education course during the fall 2013 semester in 

a department offering two leadership degrees and a leadership minor at a large land grant 

university to make sense of their experiences pertaining to the changes in frequency of their 

leadership behaviors. The students represented a criterion-type purposive sample as they were all 

required to meet an indicated criterion (Patton, 2002). The required criterions were as follows: 

the students were required to be enrolled in the personal leadership course, complete both S-LPI 

assessments, respond to the reflection prompts, and give their consent to participate in this study. 

Consent to participate was given after the course was completed as the researchers did not 

specifically require reflections of students for the purpose of collecting data. Student reflections 

were coded as S1-S162. Of these, 107 student reflections met all of the criteria standards set  

forth in the sampling procedures and were included in the data analysis. This was a required 

junior-level, undergraduate course for all students. Students ranged in age from 18-24 years. The 

leadership experience varied among each of the participants. 

 

Students first completed the S-LPI assessment at the beginning of the semester before 

any content was presented. The students were sent a link via their university email to complete 

the online S-LPI assessment and reflect on their scores using the following reflection prompts: 

 

1) For the rest of the semester, the leadership practices or behaviors I will focus my 

actions on are:   . Explain how and why. 
 

2) List the practice you do most frequently. What opportunities do you see to continue 

demonstrating that practice in the near future? 

 

 
3) List the practice you do least frequently. Why do you believe this is your least used 

practice? 

 

The course content was framed around the five leadership practices of Model the Way, 

Inspire a Shared Vision, Challenge the Process, Enable Others to Act, and Encourage the Heart. 

Students were also required to complete a service-learning growth project in order to give back  

to the community and to apply course content. Students were encouraged to choose a project that 

was personal to them. The students were given the freedom to design their own project. They 

also had the option to complete the project as a group or individually. However, each student was 

required to participate and document at least six hours of time on their project outside of class 

regardless of whether it was an individual or group project. The final project in the course 

consisted of a portfolio, which documented leadership learning from this service learning growth 

project through a six page reflection paper. At the conclusion of the semester, students were 
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again sent a link to complete the online S-LPI assessment, given their scores, and asked to reflect 

on the change in their scores (could have been an increase or decrease) using the following 

prompts: 

 

1) Look at your initial response to Reflection Question 1. Did your new LPI report 

indicate an increase on this practice or behavior? If so, how do you feel you have 

focused your actions on that particular practice or behavior this semester? 

If not, why do you feel your report did not indicate an increase in this 

practice? 

 

2) Of the 5 practices, which practice do you feel is most important for you to exemplify 

as a leader and why? Evaluate your report in regard to this practice (i.e. What is 

your score on this practice?) Are you currently doing this or is it a practice you 

need to develop? 

 

3) Compare both of your “Five Practices Data Summary.” What overall changes do you 

see in your leadership practices from the beginning of the semester until now? 

What explanation would you have for these changes? 

 

The data for this study were generated from document analyses of student reflections 

completed at the end of the semester about their change in S-LPI scores. The reflections were 

completed as part of a course assignment and were not analyzed until after the conclusion of the 

course. According to Bryman (2012), documents for qualitative content analysis should not 

“have been produced specifically for the purpose of social research” (p. 543). 

 

To address the purpose of the study, the data were analyzed using the ethnographic 

content analysis (ECA) approach (Bryman, 2012). “ECA follows a recursive and reflexive 

movement between concept development-sampling-data, collection-data, coding-data, and 

analysis-interpretation” (Bryman, 2012, p. 559). Similar to the constant comparative method 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967), the data were unitized, compared and integrated into units to 

investigate emergent themes, categorized, and reported as the students’ perceived reasons for 

changes in their score on the five exemplary leadership behaviors. 

 

The trustworthiness of this study was established through Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) 

concepts of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was 

established through peer debriefing with other leadership faculty not involved in this study 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985); transferability was established through the use of purposive sampling 

and participant quotes throughout the findings of the study (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 

1993); and dependability and confirmability were established through the use of audit trails, peer 

audits, and researcher-kept reflexive journals (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The data were coded 

before the analysis process began to ensure the confidentiality of the students and the respective 

data codes were included after the documented quotations to create an audit trail. 

 

Reflexivity is a term used in qualitative research to suggest researchers “should be 

reflective about the implications of their methods, values, biases, and decisions for the knowledge 

of the social world they generate” (Bryman, 2012, p. 393). Two of the researchers in this study 
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were the instructors for the course in which the students produced reflections. In qualitative 

research, the “researcher is typically the primary instrument for data collection and analysis” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 15). While this can be identified as a potential source of bias in the study, the 

analysis of the student reflections and consent to participate in the study was not conducted until 

the conclusion of the course. As another way to limit bias, names were removed and reflections 

were coded by someone other than the instructor before analysis was conducted. Furthermore, this 

study did not attempt to showcase that students increased their scores in each of the five exemplary 

leadership practices, but examined the perceived influences on the changes in students’ scores. 

The researchers truly wanted to understand what undergraduate students attributed to the changes 

in their scores throughout the semester while enrolled in a leadership course. 

 

Results/Findings 
 

We wanted to understand what factors the students thought affected a change in their S- 

LPI scores both inside and outside of course content. While the themes were originally split into 

two categories which described students whose scores did increase and students whose scores 

did not increase, through intimacy with the data, the researchers discovered that students 

experienced growth and development whether or not their actual scores increased or decreased. 

Themes which emerged as reasons for changes in their scores of the five exemplary leadership 

behaviors included: curricular and co-curricular activities, extracurricular activities, focus for 

leadership behavior, and greater understanding of the five practices. 

 

Curricular and co-curricular activities 

 

Students who reported that curricular and co-curricular activities had an impact on their 

increase in scores reflected about purposeful experiences in the course which allowed them to 

focus on the behavior. Students reported on the course content and assignments as means for 

application of the five leadership practices. “Ever since we had our lecture on Modeling the 

Way, I have tried to embrace that in my everyday life by acting how I expect other people to act 

and it has truly made me a better leader” (S6). Student S49 wrote, “I started to become more 

open with discussing my shared vision with others due to all the class small group 

activities…assignments on creating solid vision for my future also helped my score in this 

[Inspire a Shared Vision] category.” Increases in behavioral scores additionally occurred because 

the course required them “to communicate, take control, and make decisions” (S134) in projects 

and assignments. Similarly, the small group activities in class allowed students to “rely heavily 

on each other for grades, projects, and encouragement” (S86). Students were required to 

complete a service-learning growth project as part of the course assignments; students found this 

experience to be a means for applying their leadership behaviors. “I was able to focus my actions 

on Challenging the Process this semester by my service-learning growth project that I chose, as 

well as the organizations that I am involved in” (S25). Another student noted “with my service 

learning project I tried to inspire the kids to work hard and have fun in everything they do for 

their community” (S156). S148 indicated his involvement in the service project influenced his 

change in score: “I have focused my action this semester on Enabling Others to Act. I have 

worked on giving others the best opportunity to succeed. This was evident in my volunteer work 

completed this semester.” Likewise, student S4 said: 
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I have focused my actions on this behavior [Model the Way] through my service learning 

growth project. When I was there at the animal shelter it is very easy to complain about 

anything and everything and I did my best to Model the Way through reminding the team 

that what we are doing is for a purpose and we are working for something more than 

ourselves. 

 

Further student reflection expounded that the service learning growth project influenced a 

positive increase in their scores. Student S19 explained, “Enable others to act and encouraging 

the heart went up in numbers on the score report…both of these practices were greatly 

demonstrated during my project.” 

 

Extracurricular activities 

 

Extracurricular activities also had an impact on the increase of student scores on the S- 

LPI due to “active participation” (S139) by the students in the organization and/or workplace. “I 

have taken on more leadership roles in organizations I’m in…I believe I set the bar by being an 

example for members” (S139). Student S26 described their work as a server trainer where they 

“tried to get every other server on board [with new systems] and inspire them to strive for the 

same goal…I would always show them praise.” Similarly, student S71 reflected, “At work I have 

made a more careful effort to create expectations for myself and I have had my students create 

expectations for me and vice versa. I must uphold these expectations if I expect them to uphold 

theirs.” The effect of leadership behavior implementation was also seen in terms of follower 

empowerment. “I try to give other employees more freedom to do some of the jobs that I 

normally take care of. I have been able to trust people more and they now trust me more” (S32). 

 

While students’ whose score(s) increased on the leadership behavior they intended to 

focus on expressed their S-LPI scores changed through participation in curricular, co-curricular, 

and extracurricular activities, those students whose scores did not increase on the particular 

behavior still learned and practiced exemplary leadership behaviors. Students reflected that even 

though their scores may not have increased for the leadership behavior they intended to focus on, 

they still experienced growth and development in leadership behaviors but focused on a different 

leadership behavior than intended or had a greater understanding of the S-LPI assessment the 

second time they took it, which influenced their score on the particular leadership behavior, 

 

Focus for leadership behavior 

 

Students revealed that they “may have been focused on other areas of leadership” (S162) 

and diverted from their initial intent, resulting in a lack of increase in their S-LPI scores for a 

particular leadership behavior. Student S124 stated, “I do not necessarily think I got worse at 

[Enabling Others to Act], but instead put more focus on other behaviors during the semester, thus 

taking a little away from the behavior” (S124). Students also indicated an effect of the personal, 

inward nature of the course material on their scores. “Since I was in class all semester, I can see 

why my behavior for Enabling Others to Act is less than at the beginning of the semester because 

I focused on myself” (S90). Others discovered the behavior they chose to focus on did not align 

with their core values. 
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I think that the reason I showed change in one area but not the other comes down to a 

question of values. While I did not have a problem with Enabling Others to Act (I 

actually find it quite useful) I have never had the encouraging mentality. I’m not easy on 

myself and don’t go get myself a reward for small achievements so why would I be that 

way with other people? (S2) 

 

Students acknowledge their focus on strengths during the semester could have affected their 

scores. 

 

To me this means that I need to accept that I am not the best at this category [Enable 

Others to Act] and focus myself in other categories. I thought in the beginning of the 

semester that by working on my weaknesses it would make me a well-rounded 

individual. However, over the course of this semester, I have learned it is better to 

emphasize and grow in your strengths. (S89) 

 

I feel that this practice was not strengthened because I focused more on Encouraging the 

Heart and Enabling Others to Act. Those two practices go along with my five strengths 

that I found out that I had in this course, making it easier to strengthen these practices. 

(S62) 

 

The nature of the service learning projects that students chose was also considered a 

factor in students’ focus on changing leadership behaviors. “My score went down two points 

because the service-learning project I worked on involved a lot more teamwork than I expected. 

This focused my attentions more on Inspire a Shared Vision” (S125). 

 

Students’ opportunities, life-situations, and “personal challenges” (S34) were also factors 

in their ability to apply the desired leadership behavior. Student S44 reflected, “I did not have 

very many opportunities to demonstrate Challenging the Process this semester.” Student S152 

further described: 

 

As I reflect back on the class, I realize that as I learned about the different practices, I 

really connected and admired leaders from Model the Way. While I enjoyed learning 

about Encourage the Heart, and still hope to increase this practice, I ended up increasing 

Model the Way because of the opportunities I had this semester, as well as how I 

connected with the practice in class. (S152) 

 

Student S9 described a situation in which their personal disagreement with an organization’s 

leadership affected their ability to practice their desired behavior. 

 

My report did not indicate an increase in Inspiring a Shared Vision. I believe the reason 

for this is because I related a lot of the answers for my survey with how I am in the 

[student organization], and I have a hard time believing in everything the [student 

organization] is changing, so it is difficult for me to promote that vision. (S9) 

 

Difficulty to focus on a particular leadership behavior due to an absence of a desire to 

change was also cited as a reason for a lack of increase in S-LPI scores. Student S106 reflected, 
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“I tried to focus on Enabling Others to Act, but my report shows a negative change which is due 

to being hardwired to want to be in control and…not let others be a variable in my fate.” Student 

S64 described their difficulty, “I really struggle with thinking outside of the box and being 

creative. I like to take control of projects and situations…it is hard for me to take a step back and 

let others work with me to achieve our common goal.” 

 

Greater understanding of the five practices 

 

Through the semester, students “gained a higher knowledge of the subject matter and 

gained a better understanding” (S10) of each of the five practices of exemplary leaders. Student 

S137 stated, “I believe I became a much more aware leader. I am now able to understand my 

actions in a new light and furthermore, understand how those actions will affect those around 

me.” This understanding led students to change their scores based on information learned in the 

course content. “When I first took the assessment I may have felt like I was strong in Modeling 

the Way. After taking this course and obtaining the knowledge of what Modeling the Way truly 

means, I feel like I still have a lot to improve on and this feeling is reflected in my score” (S61). 

Students also reflected that after learning the course content, they were more honest or accurate 

when scoring themselves. “I feel the reason the score did not increase is because when answering 

the questions the second time, I was more honest with myself” (S80). Student S92 further 

reflected, “I feel my report did not indicate this change because this time I was more honest with 

my S-LPI and it shows my leadership practices more accurately.” 

 

Although many students felt their lack of increase was due to a more honest 

understanding of the five practices, others felt as though the S-LPI assessment itself was not a 

good measure of their leadership behaviors and “did not properly assess” (S107) them. “My S- 

LPI score did not report an increase in the practices of Inspiring a Shared Vision and Challenging 

the Process. However, I do personally feel that I did perform better in these areas, regardless of 

what the report says” (S19). Some students felt as though the assessment did not capture their 

changes in leadership behavior. “I feel like I did not show an increase because I could not share 

how I know I have grown in inspiring a shared vision” (S66). 

 

Conclusions/Implications 
 

It can be concluded from the findings that students believed the course content affected 

their understanding of the five practices of leadership. Students were able to make “revised 

interpretation” (Mezirow, 1990, p. 1) of their S-LPI scores as a result of critical reflection and 

reflective observation (Kolb, 1984) on course content. Students referred to their learning in the 

course and understanding of the five practices as contributing to a change or lack of change in 

their scores, a manifestation of understanding and learning according to Mezirow (1998). Along 

with an understanding of the five practices of leadership, it can be concluded that the course 

content (namely the service-learning project and small-group, in-class activities) also affected the 

students’ application or non-application of the five practices of leadership. This study agrees  

with Posner’s (2012) observations that, “Those student leaders, who saw themselves as most 

effective in comparison with their peers, consistently reported using each leadership practice 

more” (p.232). As this study examined changes over the time period of one 15-week semester, 

some students may not have indicated a change in their S-LPI score because they did not have 
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enough time and experiences to use the practice. 

 

The findings also indicated that students experienced growth and development as leaders 

through opportunities to apply leadership behaviors through small-group activities in the 

classroom (curricular), the service learning growth project (co-curricular and high-impact 

practice), and extracurricular activities (work experiences and student organizations). This course 

allowed students to have opportunities to both develop leadership skills and act in leadership 

roles, which aligned with Posner’s (2012) critical components for student leaders. Therefore, it is 

recommended that formal leadership coursework integrate more opportunities for students to 

practice their leadership behaviors. Because high-impact practices, like the service-learning 

project in this course, have been found to increase student learning, engagement, and retention of 

information (Kuh, 2008), leadership educators should continue to incorporate high-impact 

practices within courses that link education and development of leadership in students. These 

high-impact practices do take time to develop, but in this study, they were found to influence 

students’ development of leadership behaviors. If the goal is to increase leadership abilities in 

people and organizations, then they [students] must be able to practice leadership in order to gain 

experience (Huber, 2002). Leadership educators should help students connect what they are 

learning in leadership coursework to co-curricular (including high-impact experiences) and 

extracurricular activities and look for ways to incorporate high-impact practices within their 

formal coursework. While some students may see the link in what they are learning in a 

leadership course to a student organization or work experience, leadership educators should be 

intentional in helping them to connect the dots. 

 

The findings of this study also indicated that some students’ believed their experiences 

(personal and organizational) did not allow them the opportunity to apply leadership behaviors 

during the semester. In accordance with Posner’s (2012) indication that student engagement 

dictates leadership behavior use, students indicated they were not able to increase in a certain 

behavior because they were not engaged in opportunities to practice these behaviors. Students 

did have at least one experience for which they could apply their leadership behaviors during the 

semester (high-impact practice of service learning). While students did have this one experience, 

the reflections revealed that students may not have understood how to apply their leadership 

behaviors. Students may have been lacking in critical thinking skills regarding their ability to see 

the opportunity to apply leadership behaviors in this service-learning experience. Leadership 

educators should place a greater emphasis on critical self-reflection throughout the course and 

course activities (curricular, co-curricular, and extracurricular). Critical self-reflection is a skill, 

which students can utilize by making new or revised interpretations of meaning to guide 

understanding, appreciation, and action (Mezirow, 1990). Leadership educators should help 

facilitate the process of connecting the high-impact practice (service-learning project) to the 

application of their leadership behaviors. Reflection and educator feedback may also be used to 

help students process positive and negative feelings and perceptions about leadership. 

 

Additionally, this study found that students’ values and strengths dictated where they 

chose to focus their leadership behaviors. If students did not view a practice as one of their 

strengths or did not value the practice, they noted this as a reason why they did not score high on 

the practice. One of the teaching points within this personal leadership education course 

encouraged students to focus on using their strengths rather than improving their weaknesses. 
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The findings indicate this concept may have influenced the focus of some students’ practice of 

leadership during the semester. Therefore, it is recommended that leadership educators involve 

students in discussion about differences between leadership assessments and the implications of 

only engaging in behaviors that they consider their strengths. Discussion has been considered 

signature leadership pedagogy and can provide a medium for students to communicate their 

thoughts and facilitate their knowledge and understanding of leadership and their development of 

leadership behaviors (Jenkins, 2012). It would be beneficial for students to have the opportunity 

to discuss the lessons they learned from this course in order to synthesize the information and 

apply it to their understanding and application of leadership behaviors. 

 

It should be noted that in Kouzes and Posner’s (2008) conceptualization of the five 

practices, all practices are considered exemplary and fundamental for leaders to be effective. 

Leadership educators should make sure this is communicated to students. Even though students 

may be stronger in some practices, no practice should be disregarded if they are to be effective 

leaders and set out to achieve extraordinary results. However, it should be noted that the context 

of exercising these leadership behaviors is a factor when achieving results. Not every leadership 

behavior can be exercised in every context. Students need to understand that different situations 

lend themselves to different leadership behaviors. While no one behavior is more important than 

another, certain situations may call for one behavior over another. 

 

Though students were not prompted to only discuss factors related to the course (see 

reflection prompt in methods section), the analysis of reflections revealed students did primarily 

focus their reflections on components of the course which influenced their change in score for 

leadership behaviors. Findings from this study are not an implication that the course experience 

was the sole determinant of the change in students’ scores on the S-LPI instrument. However, 

based on the results of this study, the formal leadership course appeared to facilitate their change 

in score for their leadership behaviors whether it was through the in-class activities, the co- 

curricular service project for the course (high-impact experience), or the extracurricular activities 

they experienced during that semester. 

 

Recommendations for Research 
 

This study used a qualitative, content analysis to assess the impact of a leadership course 

on students’ perceptions of how their leadership behaviors were developed. Future studies should 

incorporate quantitative designs to determine if significant differences in changes in leadership 

behaviors occurred over a 15-week semester leadership course. 

 

This study examined student perceptions of why their scores changed during a leadership 

course. Perceptions were interpreted using students’ reflections of what they experienced 

throughout the course. Leadership educators should use reflection to facilitate students’ 

understanding of leadership and to assist them in identifying specific leadership behaviors they 

have developed. As noted by Roberts (2008), students’ ability to reflect will be crucial to their 

success. Learning to think for oneself is part of critical self-reflection. Leadership educators 

should continue to investigate the significance of self-reflective practice and how it can be used 

to facilitate learning for multiple purposes (Mezirow, 1998). Future studies should incorporate 

measures to identify components of reflective practice and critical self-reflection, which best 
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facilitate students’ ability to develop leadership behaviors. 

 

This study employed a content analysis methodology. Because of this, we were unable to 

ask follow-up questions to the students after they submitted their course post-reflections. Future 

studies could build upon this study through employing a methodology which allows the 

educator/researcher to assess the student responses and have the ability to ask pertinent follow up 

questions. 

 

Finally, future studies should address the influence of curricular, co-curricular, and extra- 

curricular activities on students’ development specifically for each of the five exemplary 

leadership practices. Research on how certain educational practices influence the development of 

each of the five practices could benefit leadership educators as they make choices on which 

educational practices or pedagogies to include in their leadership courses. 
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