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Student Leadership Development Through 
General Classroom Activities 

Ian Hay & Neil Dempster 

tudent leadership enhancement involves giving students opportunities to practice 
leadership skills in a supportive learning environment. It is contended that leadership can 
be systematically developed so that students are more proficient in: project planning; 

reflection; problem solving; team building; decision making; goal setting; time management; 
project management and resource allocation; effective communication and networking; conflict 
resolution; diversity awareness; and self-confidence. These 12 skills are also linked to the four 
academic enabling skills of: interpersonal relationships; motivation; study skills; and engagement. 
Using this framework it is argued that student leadership can be embedded within the school 
curriculum. Two sample lessons illustrate this procedure, which is being introduced into a 
Brisbane high school. Some feedback from participating teachers is outlined. 

Leadership in education 
Educational leadership is most often associated with the role of the school 
administration team, however, leadership roles can be enacted by all stakeholders within 
the school community, including the student population (Levin, 1998; Wallin, 2003). 
Student leadership enhancement involves giving students opportunities to practice a 
range of leadership skills in a supportive, learning and social environment where 
"successes" and "errors" are processed and reviewed (Bisland, 2004). Leadership is a 
behaviour that involves working with others and on tasks. This is based on the 
perspective that a leader is a person who is able to communicate well, engage in critical 
thinking, lead groups in problem solving and planning, and able to structure goals and 
objectives for the group (Feldhausen & Pleiss, 1994). To some extent, many students will 
have the experience of having a leadership role in their daily lives through interactions 
with families, peers, and community organisations.  

Positive student leadership opportunities and experiences at school facilitate young 
adults' transition into the community and into the world of work and adult responsibility. 
This is because leadership is considered to be a part of life long learning and a 
multidimensional construct involving skills, attitudes, knowledge, experiences, and 
processes (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001; Drago-Severson, 2004). Similar to self-concept 
formation, an individual's leadership formation can be inferred and developed with 
feedback from significant others and from self-reviews (Hay, 2000). Leadership is both 
an outcome of and an action on behaviour, but the major influence on leadership is from 
personal experiences and self-evaluations. Both of these are used by individuals to achieve 
new levels of personal leadership (Boccia & Ackerman, 1997; Feldhausen & Pleiss, 1994).  
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Key student leadership skills  
Leadership is a multifaceted construct involving a range of interrelated interpersonal and 
cognitive skills. Twelve student leadership skills have been identified based, in part, on 
the work of Drago-Severson (2004), Irvin and White (2004), and Wallim (2003). These 
skills are listed in Table 1 along with an example of each.  

Table 1 
Key leadership skills and an example of each 

LEADERSHIP SKILL CONCEPT SCHOOL EXAMPLE 

Project planning Looking at the whole task, breaking it down into its 
system parts, allocating resources, and setting a 
time line. 

Planning to put on a 
school musical  

Reflection Considering after the task the positives and 
negatives of the outcome and what to change. 

Understanding how to 
rewrite an essay 

Problem solving A process involving problem identification, data 
collection, strategy selection, strategy 
implementation and review.  

Working out a way to 
deal with school 
bullying.  

Team building A process involving goal setting, skilling of 
members, and communication.  

Developing a school 
hockey team 

Decision making Resolving on one plan of action. Involves 
identifying the pros and cons of making a choice, 
evaluating the evidence, getting closure and 
selecting one option. 

Students selecting 
subjects to study in 
Year 11. 

Goal setting Selecting measurable, defined and observable 
short term and long term goals and objectives. 

Complete assignment 
by Monday  

Time management 

 

Seeing time as a scarce and limited resource that 
is prioritised and located. Involves considering the 
different parts of a task and how long it will take to 
complete. 

Allocating time for 
homework, sport, and 
TV  

Project management 
resource allocation 

Fine tuning resource allocation especially effort 
and time over the duration of the task. Is 
dependent on feedback and rate of progress. 

Writing a large term 
assignment  

Effective communication 
networking 

Using writing and speaking skills to keep people 
informed. Involves listening to people and valuing 
what they say. Networking is deciding who needs 
to know and how to keep them involved.  

Maintaining a school 
newspaper  

Conflict resolution Having a process to deal with different opinions. 
Initially clarifying the issue, seeing the other 
person's perspective, identifying common ground, 
identify what can be changed and what can not, 
being rational, using a problem solving approach. 

Dealing with friend 
angry over a lost 
football. 

 

Diversity awareness Respecting different points of views and tolerating 
differences associated with gender, age, cultural, 
social economic background, ethnic, race, and 
sexual orientation.  

Being aware than 
different people like 
different foods 

Self-confidence Believing in one's ability, accepting challenges, 
being aware of one's limitations but not letting this 
limit choice and behaviour.  

Stating an opinion in a 
large group 
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Facilitating student leadership 
Often when teachers consider facilitating students' leadership development the focus is 
more on experiential learning and extra-curriculum activities, for example outward bound 
programs, school plays, or membership of sporting teams. While experiential learning 
has a history of fostering leadership (Lockhart & Hay, 1995) teachers may underestimate 
the importance of embedding student leadership development into their regular lessons. 
Students should be able to acquire leadership skills and knowledge through activities that 
complement their existing curriculum and so not require a separate student leadership 
curriculum (Bisland, 2004; Karnes & Stephens, 1999).  

Although the main leadership skills to be developed with students often include 
planning, problem solving, and the ability to think critically (Bisland, 2004) all of the 12 
leadership skills, listed in Table 1, need to be considered over a period of time. 
Furthermore, because leadership is a construct that can be learnt and practiced, Elliott's 
(2003) four learning components help teachers conceptualise the design of leadership 
related activities. Elliott's four academic components are interpersonal relationships; 
motivation; engagement; and study skills, which we prefer to call learning skills (see 
Table 2). 

Table 2 
Elliott's (2003) academic enabling skills linked to leadership skills 

ENABLING SKILLS LEADERSHIP SKILLS  
Interpersonal skills Social skills and interpersonal skills of the leader 

Motivation Student's approach, persistence, and level of interest with a task or subject 
Study (Learning) skills Learning skills that enable the student to independently practice, recall, plan, 

review, and organise information 
Engagement skills Time on task, attention and participation in the learning 

Embedded leadership and sample lessons 
The argument we put forward is that students should be given opportunities to practice 
leadership skills that are integrated within the regular curriculum (Bisland, 2004; 
Feldhausen & Pleiss, 1994). Two curriculum lesson plans are included here to illustrate 
this process. These were used when the procedure of embedding leadership classroom 
lessons was introduced to teachers at a Brisbane high school. The participating teachers 
were encouraged to consider the 12 leadership skills and the 4 academic enablers when 
designing classroom lessons or activities for their students.  

Referring to the two sample lessons (see appendix), in Lesson 1 the main embedded 
leadership skills are planning and reflection, while in Lesson 2 the main skills are team 
building and conflict resolution. Both of these lessons contain elements of discussion, 
reviewing, and feedback. The assertion is that supportive feedback helps to energise and 
improve students' understanding of the task (Ashman & Conway, 1997). Verbalisation 
and reflection have also been shown to increase students' level of self-confidence and 
problem solving abilities (Hay, Byrne, & Butler, 2000).  
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Teacher's feedback 
Initial feedback from the high school teachers using the embedded student leadership 
procedure has been positive. The teachers have found the leadership skills (Table 1) and 
the academic enablers (Table 2) a useful template and framework. As one of the teachers 
noted, this procedure provides for all of her students to participate in leadership roles, 
rather than just those able to access extra-curriculum activities, or those in designated 
school leadership roles, such as class captain. Another teacher reported that the focus on 
leadership as an integrated skill had assisted her to re-conceptualise how she taught some 
of her content and why she was teaching that content. A third teacher reported that he 
felt that the embedded leadership procedure had highlighted for him the need to 
perceive his students as young people, who would need leadership skills to cope with 
life's challenges.  

Conclusion 
Facilitating students' leadership development directly and indirectly helps communities, 
societies, families, and industries that these future adults will inhabit. Student leadership 
has to be nurtured and should be a goal of a progressive education system. The 
expectation is that teachers and parents can build a foundation for student leadership 
that is skills based and complementary to the existing preschool, primary, and secondary 
school curriculum by using a range of embedded classroom leadership experiences. 
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