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Every teen can be a leader. That’s because leadership is not only about taking the lead in big ways, 
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foreword

Every day there are opportunities for teens to take the 
lead among their peers, and all teens have the potential 
to learn the attitudes and skills that enable them to do 
this. It’s a myth that leadership can’t be taught. Viewing 
leadership as non-learnable character traits or believing 
that only certain kids can lead dooms society to limited 
leadership. It’s far healthier and more productive to rec-
ognize it’s possible for everyone to lead. With Building 
Everyday Leadership in All Teens and its companion 
guidebook for teens, Everyday Leadership, you can make 
a tremendous difference in helping young people learn 
how to become everyday leaders. 

Leadership development is fundamentally self- 
development. The primary instrument of a leader, teen 
or adult, is one’s self. To teach leadership, then, requires 
helping teens explore “inner territory”—who they are 
and what they care about. If, for example, in teaching 
leadership skills, we say, “Leaders stand up,” we also 
must help teens figure out what they’re going to stand 
up on (their foundations). For teens to grapple with 
this idea amidst their struggles for independence can 
be intense. But if you help teens realize they are indeed 
leaders, then you can assist them in using their unique 
talents to serve the common good while pursuing indi-
vidual interests. 

Using the tools and techniques within this book and 
the teen guidebook, you can counsel and provide an 
important perspective for teens to help them practice 

leadership skills. Author Mariam MacGregor provides 
ample opportunities for teens to discover, strengthen, 
hone, and enhance their leadership skills. A talented 
educator, she acts every day on her passion for youth 
leadership and for liberating the leader within every 
teen, including those outside the traditional leadership 
venues of student government and athletics. In both her 
books, she’s captured teens’ interests, language, strug-
gles, and dilemmas as they seek to find out more about 
who they are and what they care about. 

In my own work with teens, as well as adults, I’m 
constantly reminded of the power within every person. 
Each of us has a capacity to do more than what we’re 
usually asked. Again and again, when given the assign-
ment “to go out and lead” (for example, make a differ-
ence in some organization), teens magically do just that. 
It’s awe-inspiring to see what young people are capable 
of bringing forth within themselves when motivated 
to do so. Educating young people is truly the lever to 
change the world. I join Mariam MacGregor in saying, 
“With your guidance, teens can gain a greater under-
standing of who they are and how that translates into 
how to lead.”

Barry Z. Posner, Ph.D.
Dean and Professor of Leadership 
Santa Clara University, Silicon Valley, California
Coauthor, The Leadership Challenge and A Leader’s Legacy

by Barry Z. Posner, Ph.D.
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Preface

You probably know many young people who have a posi-
tive outlook about themselves and their future. Just as 
teens can choose to have a positive attitude, they can 
acquire a “leadership attitude.” With a leadership atti-
tude, people take action when they see the need and 
encourage others to do the same.

Yet many people in the world, young and old, are not 
prepared to take the lead. Some may not know how; oth-
ers may not realize their own potential to do so. This 
curriculum guide is written specifically to support your 
efforts as an educator or youth worker to instill in any 
adolescent a leadership attitude. It helps you teach 
young people how to take responsibility and action—
how to take the lead.

With the accompanying guide for teens, Everyday 
Leadership, you can help teens develop confidence in 
their own leadership attitude and potential. You can 
encourage them to discover the rewarding challenges 
and successes of being a leader, regardless of whether 
they’re building leadership skills from the ground up 
or improving skills they already have. You can help 
them discover that leadership opportunities, both great 
and small, arise in seemingly unremarkable everyday 
situations.

Connecting Teens to Leadership
Typically, leadership experiences have been reserved 
for those students who are the “best” or the “brightest.” 
Often these are teens who are already inclined to run for 
student council or plan the prom, or who demonstrate 
certain leadership attitudes and actions before beginning 
a leadership class or program. If we focus only on these 
teens as candidates for leadership roles, however, we 
limit the potential so many other students have to offer. 
We draw a line rather than open up possibility. With 

boundaries created before some young people even have 
a chance to try taking the lead, it is no surprise they often 
hesitate to do so when an opportunity arises.

Some teens also may doubt themselves or think 
being a leader means knowing the right thing to do all 
the time. They see only so-called good kids or successful 
students having what it takes to be a leader. 

As educators and youth leaders, however, it is our 
job to teach teens that leading is as much about promot-
ing positive attitudes and respect as it is about achiev-
ing success. Building Everyday Leadership is an engaging, 
age-appropriate approach to teaching and preparing 
teen leaders. Rather than modify adult texts or copy 
handouts and articles that usually relate leadership to 
business or politics, this curriculum guide relates lead-
ership to situations specific to teens. You can create a 
safe setting where participants actively practice and test 
leadership skills and learn what it means to be an effec-
tive leader. Teens will get up and move, think and write, 
consider their individual ideas, work together, and act 
as leaders. 

Making a Difference
Given the chance, teens who learn leadership skills will 
benefit in many ways. During the five years I taught 
leadership classes as a counselor at an alternative high 
school, students who successfully completed the leader-
ship curriculum generally had:

• better attendance rates

• higher retention rates and fewer failed classes

• positive participation and contribution to class  
discussions

• greater confidence in speaking at meetings or  
assemblies and taking on peer leadership roles

Inspiring Teens to Take the Lead
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• greater confidence in resolving conflict without the 
assistance of adult staff

• increased participation in optional extracurricular 
activities (those not required by probation or  
diversions programs)

• increased empathy during community service  
projects 

• higher average quarterly GPAs than nonleadership 
participants

• increased involvement in school decision-making 
processes

• increased interest in attending postsecondary school 
or a vocational training program (for example, 
voluntarily taking the ACT, attending college infor-
mation sessions, completing entrance exams, and 
applying for financial aid prior to graduating)

Most importantly, the opportunities in this curricu-
lum guide are intended for all youth, not just a select 
few. Every teen has the potential to lead. Challenge 
the teens you work with to try new skills, and they 
will succeed. This success will come from the self- 
satisfaction that occurs when they realize they are capa-
ble and respected for taking a stand, taking the lead, and 
making a positive difference.

Teaching teens about leadership also will allow you 
to solidify your own leadership values and expectations, 
and your role as a leader.

Please join me on Twitter (@mariammacgregor) for 
conversations, questions, or to share your experiences 
on youth leadership and engaging kids and teens as 
leaders. Or you can reach me at:

Free Spirit Publishing Inc.
217 Fifth Avenue North, Suite 200
Minneapolis, MN 55401-1299
help4kids@freespirit.com

Mariam G. MacGregor, M.S.
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introduction

Teens often are as self-assured as they are uncertain: one 
moment they’re ready to take on risks without thinking, 
the next they’re critical and cautious. Learning about 
leadership can help support the important process of 
figuring out “Who am I?” “What do I care about?” and 
“How can I contribute?” 

This guide and the accompanying teen guide, 
Everyday Leadership, are divided into 21 sessions cov-
ering different topics of leadership. Prior to starting 
the sessions, you may want to have teens complete 
the Everyday Leadership Skills and Attitudes (ELSA) 
Inventory, found on pages 161–163 of this guide. This 
tool is designed for teens to gain self-awareness of their 
leadership skills. You can conduct it one time to launch 
your leadership program, or use it as a pre- and post-
session tool for students to identify their leadership 
gains from participating in Building Everyday Leadership 
sessions.

Coordinating the  
Sessions with Your Setting
Both this guide and the book for teens are easy to fol-
low and applicable in a range of settings: classrooms, 
after-school groups, advisory or family groups, service 
learning and leadership programs, and community- or 
faith-based programs. Whether you’re exploring lead-
ership throughout a school year or unrelated to an aca-
demic timeline, such as during a weekend youth group, 
you have a complete curriculum with Building Everyday 
Leadership. 

Each session is designed to take 45 minutes. You can 
modify the session sequence to fit your needs depend-
ing on how often your group meets and participants’ 
maturity and leadership experience. It is worthwhile to 
conduct the sessions in the order they appear, but should 
your schedule not allow you to conduct all the sessions, 

identify those topics most important to your group. 
When time allows, build upon what you’ve already cov-
ered by doing additional sessions. 

At a minimum, begin with session 1 to set the fun-
damentals for your leadership teaching effort. And 
conclude with session 21, however many sessions you 
conduct, to emphasize the value of a leader’s role in 
acknowledging the contributions of others and to cel-
ebrate everyone’s participation in this leadership devel-
opment experience.

You’ll find a sample sequence of sessions and a class 
syllabus at the end of this book (see pages 178–183). If 
you decide to follow (or modify) these, set up your own 
specific timeline of dates before beginning the sessions.

Ideally, each participant in your group will have his 
or her own copy of Everyday Leadership, which is meant 
to be written in and filled out by the participant. Teens 
might also want to use a folder to store handouts and to 
add pictures or other mementos from experiences they 
have throughout the sessions. 

Have a couple extra copies of the teen guide on hand 
in case some teens forget to bring their copies to a ses-
sion. Alternatively, ask teens to leave their copies where 
the group meets so they’re sure to have them at each 
session. 

The ideal group size for teaching teens leadership 
can vary depending on participants’ ages, maturity, and 
previous leadership experiences. For high school teens, 
a group of 16–25 seems to work well. If the group is too 
small, the variety of perspectives that makes learning 
about leadership more dynamic may not be as possible. 
If the group is too large, everyone may not get an oppor-
tunity to share their opinions or try out new skills. For 
middle school students, a group of 12–18 is more opti-
mum, since younger teens generally need more time 
and attention to express their thoughts and practice 
skills. If conducting the sessions in a classroom, your 

Leading the Way
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class size may be larger. To engage as many students as 
possible, you may need to divide the class into smaller 
groups that will simultaneously participate in an activity 
or rotate more teens as observers. If your group size is 
much smaller, decrease the number of teens per group 
when working in small groups or eliminate observers 
during role playing.

Using the Sessions
Many teens have had few opportunities or lack confi-
dence or self-awareness to take on specific leadership 
roles. This curriculum helps these participants, as well 
as the more experienced individuals in your group. 
Teens who have self-confidence and insight into them-
selves and others will be equally challenged to fine-tune 
their leadership abilities. Each session in this guide is 
organized as follows:

• Goals—the purpose of the session and what teens 
are to learn or accomplish

• Materials Needed—what you’ll need to conduct the 
session; teens can bring their copies of Everyday 
Leadership to each session or leave them where the 
group meets so they’re sure to have them

• Getting Ready—steps to prepare for conducting the 
session 

• Getting Started—topic introduction; some sessions  
include “Find Out More About It” handouts with 
background information

• Teach This—step-by-step guidance through 
the planned activity, which correlates with “Try 
This” sections in the teen guide; may include 
“Instructions for Try This”

• Talk About It—discussion questions to use with the 
group following the activity

• Think and Write About It—questions in the teen 
guide, Everyday Leadership, for each participant to 
think about and respond to following group discus-
sion or the session

• Do Something About It—list of ideas at the end of 
each session in the teen guide to help each partici-
pant put their leadership learning into action

Each session in the teen guide includes the following 
parts:

• Quotes—at the beginning of each session, quotes 
to help teens think further about the leadership 

skills they’re learning—you may want to solicit 
teens’ reactions to these quotes or encourage them 
to share their thoughts about them with their peers; 
a brief introduction to the session topic also is 
included following the quotes

• Think and Write About It—questions for each par-
ticipant to think about and respond to following 
group discussion in the session 

• Do Something About It—the list of ideas at the end 
of each session to help each participant put her or 
his leadership learning into action

Some sessions in the teen guide also include:

• Try This—material for teens to complete either  
during or after the session that coordinates with a 
session activity

• Find Out More About It—background information 
about the session topic to read before or after a  
session activity

Read through each session completely before con-
ducting it to familiarize yourself with the goals and 
focus, plan for conducting the activity, and review the 
background information. This preparation will assist 
you in anticipating any concerns from participants and 
in determining a possible emphasis for discussion, 
according to the needs of your group. Be sure also to 
consider any specific directions for the reflection writing 
in “Think and Write About It” and goal setting in “Do 
Something About It” (see the next section “Choosing a 
Strategy”). 

At the beginning of each session are the correspond-
ing pages for the session in the teen guide. The “Try 
This,” “Think and Write About It,” and “Do Something 
About It” pages from the teen book appear in this guide 
as smaller, readable images with corresponding page 
numbers as well. “Find Out More About It” background 
information is in both this guide and the teen book, also 
with corresponding page references. The information 
provided in the teen book is often abbreviated in rela-
tion to the corresponding information in this guide. It’s 
important to be familiar with both versions so you know 
what information you may want to fill in during discus-
sions. The “Find Out More About It” sections in this 
guide are presented as reproducible handouts, which 
can be photocopied or downloaded (see page viii for how 
to access digital content) to provide teens more in-depth 
information. In some sessions, the extended “Find Out 
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More About It” material in this guide is essential and 
must be made available to teens. In these cases, the 
handouts are listed under “Materials Needed” to high-
light them. At times, you’ll want to direct teens to read 
“Find Out More About It” background before an activity. 
In other instances, you’ll find it valuable to hold off on 
providing more information in order not to influence 
behavior in the activity.

Choosing a Strategy 
Before beginning any of the sessions, choose a general 
strategy for when you’d prefer participants to answer the 
questions in “Think and Write About It” and to select 
goals in “Do Something About It,” and when you will 
review their written reflections and goals achieved. Here 
are a few different possibilities to consider for “Think 
and Write About It”:

• Allow 10 minutes at the end of each session for 
teens to do their reflective writing. Before the ses-
sion ends, scan what they’ve written and initial and 
date the page to indicate that they’ve completed the 
assignment and you’ve reviewed it. 

• Ask teens to complete their reflective writing out-
side of the session. At the beginning of the next 
session, check in to see if participants have any 
questions or comments to share. Depending on 
participants’ maturity and rapport with one another, 
suggest teens take 5 minutes to partner with 
another person and share their responses. As teens 
practice leadership skills throughout the sessions, 
their comfort with sharing their reflective writing 
with a partner will increase.

• Periodically collect the teen books to review their 
writing. If possible, schedule brief (10 minutes) 
individual meetings at least once at some point dur-
ing a later session in the schedule to talk about what 
teens have learned through the “Think and Write 
About It” process. Offer feedback and recognition 
specific to the teen and his or her achievements in 
the program. If brief meetings aren’t possible, pro-
vide written feedback. 

• If time is more limited, assign only one or two of 
the questions, or have teens select a few themselves. 
Either way, encourage teens to write on any of the 
other questions to further explore their leadership 
thoughts. 

In choosing a general strategy, keep in mind that 
because some “Talk About It” discussions during a ses-
sion can get quite involved, your group may occasionally 
want more time to think about the particular material. 
When that becomes apparent during a session, consider 
a change in your strategy and wait until participants 
meet next to assign “Think and Write About It” and 
“Do Something About It” and wrap up the topic. If your 
group meets for longer than 45 minutes, however, feel 
free to expand group discussion. 

For “Do Something About It,” consider a similar 
strategy for reviewing teens’ progress. They can use 
the checklists on these pages to identify one or two per-
sonal goals or as inspiration to make a commitment to 
do something. The lists offer three to four suggestions 
and include additional blank lines for teens to add their 
own ideas. The goal statements are written to echo what 
teens experienced in the session. Some of the goals can 
be completed in a day; other actions will take longer. 
Teens are to indicate a date by which they plan to put 
their goals into action, the date they completed them, 
and a description of what they did. 

“Do Something About It” sets the stage for teens 
to incorporate leadership behaviors into both everyday 
activities and more formal leadership roles they may 
already be involved in or that they want to take on. 
Encourage teens to take risks and try new things when 
engaging in the actions they select. Talk about how  
people often learn the best lessons doing something 
unlike anything they’ve done before. 

Setting the Tone
Because you are asking teens to write about (as well as 
discuss in sessions) topics that inspire self-reflection, it 
is essential to promote a safe environment that encour-
ages supportive attitudes for and from everyone. 

Confidentiality
Remind teens to talk and write honestly and sincerely 
in discussions and in their books while still only 
describing what they are comfortable sharing with oth-
ers. Maintain an atmosphere within your group that’s 
respectful of diverse opinions. Instruct group members 
to honor everyone’s confidentiality. Caution them not to 
mention other people’s personal information or to use 
real names when recounting interactions or conflicts, 
both within and outside of the group. 
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When conducting the sessions, you may discover 
that some topics evoke personal admissions and highly 
charged situations. It’s hard to predict exactly when 
someone may become affected by emotion or when 
conflict may arise within the group. But if you establish 
trust early on with the group and monitor any particular 
dynamics between members, you likely will be able to 
anticipate potentially difficult circumstances. If intense 
moments occur, remind teens about maintaining con-
fidentiality and help those disagreeing talk it through.

Maintaining confidentiality is increasingly challeng-
ing for digital natives, where thoughts and comments 
can be distributed with the touch of a text. Remind stu-
dents that sending information virtually—even if only 
to one person—violates confidentiality and can lead to 
larger problems because of the speed with which infor-
mation moves online and in the cloud.

The same is true with seeing comments made by 
peers in social media. If teens are ever concerned by what 
they read in posts made by friends or peers, encourage 
them to reach out for help on behalf of someone who 
may be struggling.

Skills Practice
Some of the session activities depend upon one or more 
of the teens taking a leadership role or guiding a group 
discussion. Ask different volunteers to assume these 
roles throughout the sessions so everyone gets a chance 
to practice skills. At times, you may want to randomly 
pick participants’ names out of a box or hat. Encourage 
reluctant teens to give it a try and promote the activity 
as an opportunity rather than a requirement. However, 
if you’re evaluating teens’ learning (see “Evaluating 
Learning” on page 5), remind them that their participa-
tion counts toward part of their assessment or grade. 
(See also “Goal Setting,” which follows.) 

As the facilitator, you can help teens practice skills 
comfortably by providing participants plenty of opportu-
nities to try new skills, looking for what’s “right” in what 
teens are doing, and giving helpful, positive feedback. 
Take some time to think about your own definitions, 
expectations, biases, and personal behaviors related 
to leadership before you begin any of the sessions. 
Whatever your facilitation style, when you make the ses-
sions come alive for the teens in your group, they more 
likely will feel your energy and why you want them to 
take the lead. And demonstrating leadership will better 
enable you to let teens take the lead. 

Goal Setting
Some teens initially may be uncomfortable taking the 
risks necessary to lead or participate fully in session 
activities. This can be stressful for those who haven’t 
had much experience taking the lead or participating in 
group activities (such as team-building exercises). Your 
sensitivity to their perspective is essential. 

One helpful approach to facilitating learning is  
“Challenge by Choice” (CbC), endorsed by Project 
Adventure, a nonprofit education and training organi-
zation known for its innovative experiential education 
approach and ropes challenge courses (see “Resources 
and Additional Reading” on page 212). CbC promotes 
individuals taking responsibility to participate in an 
activity. Specifically, a person learns to set a goal that 
offers enough of a challenge to improve skills and con-
tribute to the group rather than one that is too easy or 
too difficult or contributes nothing. For example, a shy 
or reserved group member is willing to take on a speak-
ing role in an activity but is not quite ready to lead the 
activity.

Role Playing
Another helpful approach is role playing, which some of 
the session activities use. Role playing provides partici-
pants a fun opportunity to experience different perspec-
tives in small or large groups. They assume the roles of 
certain characters to act out in various scenarios. Review 
the roles with participants before starting an activity 
and remind them to stay in character throughout the  
role play.

When teens practice different leadership and group 
roles, the learning takes on a real-life aspect making it 
easier to apply particular strategies when actual situa-
tions arise. Much of the role playing in the sessions is 
scripted to support an expected outcome. Even so, the 
role playing allows participants to connect personally to 
the topic. Role playing is most meaningful when partici-
pants and observers also discuss their reactions to the 
role play afterwards and its application to real life. 

Be sure to address with teens some basic ground 
rules for role playing. As with “Talk About It” and “Think 
and Write About It,” remind participants that they do 
not have to reveal personal information in role playing. 
If teens start to act overly silly or lose focus, stop the role 
playing and remind them of its purpose.

As participants develop self-confidence and comfort 
in practicing and developing leadership skills, increas-
ingly promote their involvement within the group. 
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Because the activities in this book are designed to be 
engaging and appealing, they tend to draw teens in from 
the beginning. But even if at first some choose to par-
ticipate minimally, it isn’t long before they feel they are 
missing out by not joining in.

Evaluating Learning 
Whatever setting in which you teach teens leadership, 
you may be asked or choose to measure teens’ growth. 

Core Leadership Competencies
Although there are no recognized or agreed-upon 
national content standards for teaching leadership 
in the United States and Canada, standards are being  
developed and established at the state and provin-
cial levels. Teens participating in all 21 sessions in 
the Building Everyday Leadership curriculum guide 
can expect to acquire and enhance 12 core leader-
ship competencies (listing follows). These leadership 
competencies align closely with developing and estab-
lished content standards for leadership, service learn-
ing, or workplace preparation in the states of Arizona, 
Hawaii, Maine, Michigan, Montana, New Jersey,   
Pennsylvania, and Virginia (see “Resources and 
Additional Reading” on pages 207–208). 

• Develop a personal definition of what it means to be 
a leader and identify opportunities to demonstrate 
leadership in everyday situations.

• Discern the variety of ways people lead and how to 
promote others’ leadership potential.

• Understand the role and use of a leader’s power, 
influence, and authority.

• Make well-considered ethical decisions confidently, 
even when facing negative peer pressure.

• Demonstrate sensitivity to attitudes, issues, and 
responsibilities of leaders related to a diverse soci-
ety, including confronting prejudice and stereotypes 
and creating an inclusive team atmosphere. 

• Accept responsibility willingly, follow through on 
projects, balance commitments, and support others 
in doing the right thing and standing up for their 
beliefs.

• Work with others on a team and recognize the  
differences individuals bring when becoming part 
of a team.

• Identify productive approaches to conflict resolution 
and problem solving.

• Identify personal motivators and ways to motivate 
others, as well as recognize the importance of estab-
lishing a team vision and goals.

• Identify appropriate role models and demonstrate 
effective leadership for others.

• Accept and learn from mistakes respectfully and  
celebrate team successes appropriately.

• Act confidently as a leader and be recognized for 
leadership actions that demonstrate a capability to 
make an ongoing difference, whether big or small, 
as an everyday leader.

If there are no established content standards for 
leadership classes in your area, first identify the learn-
ing outcomes within other subjects or classes, such 
as social studies, language arts, family and consumer  
science, service learning, or other relevant content areas. 
Then you can connect the leadership core competencies 
for this curriculum to these other areas. 

Even with increased requirements to meet standard-
ized testing goals in other academic subjects (such as 
those listed previously), you can easily incorporate lead-
ership development into these classes and in doing so 
support and enhance core subject matter. For example, 
writing prompts in language arts courses can involve 
leadership topics and a typical civics lesson in social 
studies can include a discussion on how decisions are 
made in various community settings. 

The Everyday Leadership Skills & 
Attitudes (ELSA) Inventory
The Everyday Leadership Skills & Attitude Inventory (see 
page 159) was developed specifically with young people 
in mind. Rather than adapt an inventory designed for 
adults or college-age students to measure leadership 
awareness and growth, this inventory evaluates leader-
ship concepts from younger perspectives. As anyone 
working with kids recognizes, tweens and teens have 
distinct expectations and constructs in which they mea-
sure leaders and leadership. 

It doesn’t matter if they are applying these frame-
works to themselves or others. In general, when given 
opportunities to test and try out leadership behaviors, 
most teens will use similar language and examples to 
describe what they’ve learned and how their leadership 
skills can (or will) be applied. And granted, some kids 
are better than others at identifying leadership talents, 
let alone doing something with this awareness. 
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Prior to having the teens with whom you’re work-
ing complete the ELSA Inventory, identify your goals for 
utilizing the inventory. This can help you select addi-
tional activities, enrichments, connections, or projects 
to infuse leadership development. As with any leader-
ship inventory, you may find various ways for using this 
tool. Suggestions for use include: 

• As a pre- or post-assessment tool with a leadership 
experience to measure changes in attitudes and skill 
development 

• As a goal-setting tool within a youth leadership 
experience to identify strengths and challenge areas 
and establish leadership goals with those areas in 
mind 

• As a personal-awareness tool to help teens gain a 
greater understanding of their leadership abilities, 
whether or not they do more with that information 

• As a team-awareness tool to help teens assess the 
skills and talents—as well as shortcomings—of 
their team or group and set goals to enrich how the 
team works together 

• As part of a leadership curriculum where you can 
collect data to determine the effectiveness of your 
leadership education and development efforts 

No two leadership programs are alike. Yet, as with 
adults, leadership skills and attitudes in young people 
run along similar paths, regardless of the experiences 
in which teens are involved. While the inventory aligns 
directly with the Building Everyday Leadership curricu-
lum, field tests with a wide-range of leadership pro-
grams and courses involving teens and tweens indicate 
its validity with youth leaders regardless of the program. 

The ELSA Inventory, step-by-step instructions for 
administering it, and supporting materials related to 
using the Inventory begin on page 159. The ELSA sup-
porting materials are designed to enrich how you and 
the teens completing the inventory can use the results. 
The data sheet (page 166) can be used by you or your 
organization to keep track of the demographics of teens 
completing the ELSA.

Measuring Leadership Learning 
The ELSA Inventory can be used to measure leadership 
learning by asking teens to complete it before participat-
ing in leadership training and again at the end of the 
training experience. To measure learning, keep stu-
dents’ first completed ELSA Inventories and compare 

them to the results of the inventory after students have 
completed your program, allowing students to review 
and reflect on personal changes. 

Determining Reasonable Outcomes
It’s valuable to establish expectations of teens and tweens 
to demonstrate leadership competence at the outset of 
any leadership training. The following list identifies 
examples of leadership behaviors that are reasonable to 
expect of teens and tweens. The level of competence will 
depend upon age, preparation, and opportunities pro-
vided in leadership engagement.

Teens and tweens can:

• Design and manage their own projects from start to 
finish. They may benefit from having support from 
adults in the form of setting format, clarifying time-
lines, and identifying specific boundaries. 

• Set master outlines and conduct project 
follow-through.

• Delegate group responsibilities for various activities. 

• Be expected to appropriately confront others about 
inappropriate behaviors; having these behaviors 
modeled consistently by adult mentors is important, 
as are opportunities to learn and practice this skill 
in a safe setting. 

• Demonstrate right from wrong behavior as a stu-
dent leader.

• Stand up for themselves against peer pressure.

• Stand up for individual beliefs among peers and 
adult mentors. 

• Organize meetings, planning events, committees, 
etc.

• Demonstrate appropriate behavior at mixed (adult 
and youth) events.

• Develop public speaking skills.

• Develop anger management and conflict resolution 
skills.

• Mediate conflicts among peers.

• Demonstrate sensitivity and tolerance with diverse 
populations.

• Differentiate between fact and opinion.

• Establish and model reasonable standards of 
responsibility among peers. 

• Fairly select members or leaders for projects, com-
mittees, organizations.
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• Set and manage budgets for youth activities and 
projects.

• Design public relations campaigns and other appro-
priate promotion activities.

• Solicit donations and coordinate fundraising efforts. 

• Conduct group problem solving.

• Prepare and present to key stakeholders. 

• Interview and assist with staff (program, teaching, 
board, etc.) selection. 

• Develop, review, evaluate, modify, and monitor poli-
cies that directly affect youth. 

• Facilitate group activities, lead discussion, guide 
debriefing, and apply what is learned through lead-
ership activities.

To determine if your expectations are reasonable, 
build time into the project, activity, or program process 
to ask teens:

• What do you want to learn to become a better 
leader?

• In what situations is it difficult to be a leader?

• How can you get others to see you as a leader, 
especially if you have never been looked at like that 
before?

• What can I do to help you become a better leader?

• What can other teachers, staff, or mentors do to 
help you?

• How can we work together as a school or an organi-
zation to show everyone that leading and leadership 
are “cool”? 

• How do you think adults in our school or organiza-
tion could be more sensitive to your leadership tal-
ents and contributions?

• What is your perspective on this issue, topic, or 
policy? How does this affect your motivation for this 
project?

After completing a project or presentation, consider 
these reflection questions:

• Did you feel prepared to conduct that project?

• In what ways could you have been better prepared?

• Do you feel that this project allowed all teens in our 
program the chance to become leaders and show-
case their abilities?

• If people didn’t follow through with their responsi-
bilities, what do you suggest we do?

“The Leadership Project Group- and Self-Evaluation” 
handout (part of the bonus materials in the bonus digi-
tal content—see page viii for how to access) is a useful 
way for teens to give and receive leadership feedback. 
After completing a group project or program, give teens 
the opportunity to complete a handout for themselves 
as well as one for each member of their team. Use this 
information as you wish such as establishing grades 
or for one-on-one feedback to improve teen leadership 
skills. 

Similar to “360 Degree” feedback used in the work-
force, this form is most effective when members of the 
group are asked to fill out individual evaluation forms 
for each group member as well as one for themselves. 
Remind teens that their forms will be kept confidential, 
even though they are asked to sign their name to the 
form, to get greater honesty. Allowing teens to submit 
the forms anonymously is an option; however, it can 
result in flippant complaints about peers rather than 
valuable critiques about individual contributions.

Measuring School-Based Teen Leadership 
Learning Outcomes
Additional ways to measure outcomes for the Building 
Everyday Leadership curriculum is to consider having 
teens research a leader, observe an organization and 
present a report to the group, or complete a midterm 
or final exam. (You will find guidelines for a research 
report and the observing-an-organization project as well 
as a midterm exam and a final exam covering the con-
tent in the 21 sessions for Building Everyday Leadership 
in the back of this book. See “Supplemental Materials” 
beginning on page 177.) If grading is necessary, here is 
a suggested breakdown for distributing points toward 
grading that you can modify for your own needs:

• Participating in sessions  
10 points each session

• Reflective writing     
15–25 points each

• Achieving personal goals    
15–25 points each completed goal 

• Researching-a-leader project 
125 points

• Observing-an-organization project 
50 points

• Completing exams (midterm and final)  
100 points each



8 Building Everyday Leadership

© 2015 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved. © 2015 Free Spirit Publishing. All rights reserved.

The total possible points participants can earn will 
depend upon how many sessions you conduct and the 
number of other requirements you establish for your 
group.

Alternative Methods for Measuring Teen 
Leadership Learning Outcomes 
The process of “learning leadership” may pose chal-
lenges for individuals who seek only statistical mea-
surements of how a teen’s leadership abilities have 
improved. Teaching teens the value of creative thinking 
enables educators and instructors to model how creative 
thinking can provide methods for measuring learn-
ing. Here is a list of field-collected ideas that go beyond 
paper-and-pencil testing to understand the leadership 
gains made by teens:

Artwork/Drawing 
Leadership topics can be understood in the form of a 
drawing or photograph. Give teens opportunities to 
express themselves through art. Provide them with a 
large piece of paper, propose a leadership topic or issue, 
and have them express what it means to them. Create 
a gallery for the projects to be shown. Build in time for 
discussion and interpretation. 

Community Projects 
Teens can demonstrate the results of work they have 
done in the community by collecting feedback from the 
program served, writing an essay about their personal 
experience, or getting a letter of recommendation from 
a program staff member. Or they can create a leadership 
project that will have a direct, positive, and measurable 
impact on their community and interview individu-
als affected by their efforts. Consider projects that are 
social, ecological, or done with a business.

Create a Story Board 
Many teens, especially boys, like graphic novels. Start 
with a sequence of roughly drawn pictures that capture 
key moments in their leadership journey. Put them up 
on a wall to create and trace the history of the project or 
the issue. This can be powerful with leadership issues 
such as ethical dilemmas, leadership project design, 
social issues facing teens, and communication topics.

Create a Wall-Size Mural 
Have teens paint a mural, which can be a vivid represen-
tation of leadership. Endless topics can be expressed and 
promoted in a mural. Discuss the “leadership” differ-
ences between creating a mural and graffiti or tagging, 
such as knowing the property owner, having permission 

to create the mural, coordinating location with law 
enforcement so the end result contributes positively to 
the community, including signage on the mural indicat-
ing who did it and who sponsored it, and so on.

Debates 
A significant value of debates is in preparing for the 
actual debate! Create a specific rubric or other criteria 
for assessment so teens know what you’ll be watching 
for. Watching a professional debate between leaders 
(such as a political debate) is a powerful discussion and 
learning tool as well.

Game Design 
Ask teens to take any game, such as Simon Says, 
Monopoly, Scrabble, Jeopardy, Trivial Pursuit, Wheel 
of Fortune, Concentration, card games, or ball games, 
and redesign it so it relates to leadership. For example, 
Scrabble can be played as instructed with the param-
eters that every word used must relate to leadership 
(see Leadership Word Play in the digital content for a 
“human-sized” version). Certain versions of Trivial 
Pursuit are excellent for discussing and learning about 
leadership-related topics (or people). Some games played 
as instructed allow leadership behaviors to emerge natu-
rally (such as Risk). Even video games played in a group 
setting lend themselves to leadership discussions.

Interviews 
Leadership learning can be assessed if teens are given 
time to talk freely about it. Casual, stress-free discus-
sion or interview time is rarely used, and yet can be of 
great benefit. If teens can’t interview real people, have 
them formulate questions and extrapolate hypotheti-
cal answers. Even more powerful is when teens can 
interview existing leaders and interpret and present the 
results of that interview.

Leadership Inventories 
Facilitate the ELSA Inventory with teens as an addi-
tional way to measure leadership learning. Have them 
set goals based on the inventory and strive to strengthen 
skills based on the self-assessment that comes from the 
inventory results.

Leadership Letter 
Just as teen athletes earn varsity letters for athletic par-
ticipation and accomplishments, create standards and 
guidelines for teens to earn similar letters for their lead-
ership participation and accomplishments. Invite teens 
to create the guidelines or consider the guidelines found 
in the digital content.
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Leadership Portfolio 
Have teens produce a portfolio (notebook, video, other 
medium) that demonstrates any leadership building 
activities or programs in which they’ve been involved. 
A useful approach can be found by looking at the  
Wisconsin Youth Leadership Skills Standards Certificate 
program, most notably, the “transcript” found at  
cte.dpi.wi.gov/cte_ylssindex (see page 208).

Journals and Learning Logs 
For teens who are private and introspective, use per-
sonal written reflection to learn about what they know. 
Through journaling, the content becomes specific 
and teens can create or answer questions about what 
and how they learned. They can also add their own 
feelings and possible leadership applications of their  
experiences.

Montage or Collage 
This format is a way to collect and put together thoughts 
and ideas. Have teens explore traditional collages 
(using magazine clippings, photographs, scrapbook-
ing supplies, etc.) or create PowerPoint presentations or 
design a Web page. The more choice and freedom you  
give teens, the more likely you’ll get something really 
innovative. 

Multimedia 
Teens can make a video, audio recording, podcast, or 
website related to leadership. Insist that it be quality 
and provide access to the necessary resources. Have 
teens organize into small teams, pick topics from a hat 
(or have the large group work together to self-select top-
ics), and let teens create and post a video to YouTube. 
Encourage teens to create leadership public service 
announcements (PSA) for a local TV station. Create a 
little friendly competition based on votes for best lead-
ership video (increase exposure even further by having 
teens create Facebook fan sites to draw more votes). 

Music 
Most leadership materials and issues can be written 
about, set to music, or performed as music. Lyrics of 
existing songs can also be used to help teens understand 
how they learn leadership, including evaluating songs 
for negative or positive leadership influences. Or have 
teens rewrite an existing song to emphasize leadership 
issues.

Newspaper Articles 
Let teens create a mock-up front page on a leadership 
topic. They can take different points of view. Have each 
teen relate their “column” to their own life. That way the 

front page will cover leadership from personal, financial, 
sociological, historical, literary, mathematical, physical, 
or scientific perspectives.

Performance 
Have teens create a movie or theatrical script with a lead-
ership theme. Point out existing plays (such as West Side 
Story, Wicked, or Rent) that have leadership themes inter-
twined with the main plot. Some leadership topics lend 
themselves to being performed (such as social issues, 
controversial topics, and role modeling). Allow time for 
teens to do a quality job preparing or writing their script. 
Then create a fun stage for them to perform upon.

Plan and Produce a Mini-Conference 
Teens plan a mini-conference on leadership. They 
gather speakers, plan the talks and workshops, organize 
the logistics, put it on, and evaluate it. This assessment 
requires tremendous teamwork and time, but it is well 
worth the effort.

Sculpture 
Let students represent their learning through artistic 
models. In addition, existing sculptures or objects can 
be used to prompt teens to discuss the issues surround-
ing the piece or what leadership issues arise by looking 
at the design.

Student Teaching 
Provide teens time to create a lesson on leadership. 
Encourage them to use the leadership skills they’ve 
learned. Educate teens on the basics of different learn-
ing styles prior to teaching a lesson so they know how 
to make the lesson interactive and engaging. Keep the 
experience fun by letting students choose their leader-
ship topic and promoting peer support. Give each teen 
(or team of teens) time to teach their topic to the class.

Surveys 
Have teens design and administer surveys to peers, 
adults, and any other stakeholders. Encourage teens to 
use any formats such as box-checking and short essay 
or answer. Ask questions such as “how did you feel 
about leadership when we first started?” Move through 
progressive questions to find out if the learners have 
changed their feelings about leadership as well as ask-
ing questions specific to leadership skills and abilities 
they have learned and developed.

Teen Written Tests 
Let teens figure out what’s important and what’s not. 
Ask them to create their own test—you can set some 
basic criteria and still leave plenty of room for creativity.
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Webs or Mind-Mapping 
Let teens create huge, poster-sized maps of what they 
know about leadership or leadership topics. Thematic 
webs and graphic organizers offer tangential and inter-
connected thoughts about a main idea. Mapping is a 
great way for teens to show they understand relation-
ships, themes, and associations of leadership ideas.

Before beginning the sessions, determine what meth-
ods, if any, you will use to measure participant learn-
ing (for example, will you require a project to observe 
an organization, exams?) and set grading standards.  
If using the ELSA (page 159), build time into your ses-
sion schedule to allow for conducting and interpreting 
the inventory. Suggestions for when to plan exams, 
project presentations, and research papers are included 
in the sample sequence of sessions (see pages 178–
182). If you are using an evaluation or pre- and post- 
assessment, review the one you have selected to  
determine when teens might complete it.

Additional Information on  
Youth Leadership
Youth leadership is a growing interest area in the field 
of leadership development, with programs being devel-
oped in schools and communities worldwide. This is 
exciting because for many years, leadership training has 
been associated with business or management. Much of 
the existing research and anecdotal observations apply 
to the business world or other corporate environments. 

But while adult leadership programs can provide a 
starting point for developing effective teen leadership 
programs, teen leaders prefer age-relevant instruction 
rather than that geared toward adults. 

A wide range of leadership opportunities exist for 
kids and teens. Even so, young leaders often are not 
provided enough training to succeed in their leadership 
roles. Student leaders, particularly in middle school and 
high school, are put into positions of leadership through 
popular vote, teacher and staff selection, or parental urg-
ing. Frequently, students in leadership roles have little 
in-depth understanding of the significance of their role 
or the personal development that can come with the 
experience. 

Many of my interviews with teen leaders indicate 
that their experiences would be more meaningful if 
someone took the time to explore what being a leader 
meant to them and how they could get the most from 

a particular leadership position. In addition, teen lead-
ers express that not everyone is interested in being in 
student council, yet often, those students are the only 
ones given opportunities to take leadership classes or 
participate in leadership workshops or trainings. 

Too frequently, youth leadership education lacks 
consistent and deliberate connection between the lead-
ership experience and the application of these skills to 
the real world. Because of this, some teen leadership 
experiences remain stagnant or superficial rather than 
truly promoting youth empowerment and leadership 
ability. Many teens begin to perceive their leadership 
experiences—athletics, student government, youth 
group, clubs, school participation, class involvement, or 
volunteering—as “fun and games” without meaning-
ful connection to daily life and lifelong goals. In cases 
where leadership is part of a “turn around” program 
(diversions, intervention, etc.), teens may even partici-
pate because they feel they have to, rather than doing so 
to enhance personal development. 

At the college level, the sophisticated integration of 
leadership development has increased tremendously 
since the late 20th century. The advent of organized lead-
ership programs means there’s no excuse for college-
bound students not to be sufficiently prepared to take on 
the responsibilities of leadership. For secondary students 
who don’t intend to attend college, the need for sufficient 
preparation at the middle and high school level is even 
greater. As teens enter adulthood, they will find them-
selves working with an increasingly diverse and complex 
workforce. When competing with college-educated peers 
who have participated in leadership experiences, a lack 
of these skills will be obvious. Employers will be looking 
at how capable each person is at being a leader within 
their own field and with colleagues. 

It’s disappointing that comprehensive teen leader-
ship education is rarely included in most curricula. And 
although many activities of adolescence contribute to 
positive leadership development, these activities repeat-
edly occur without concentrating efforts on discussion, 
reflection, application, and mastery. For example, teens 
elected to lead their student council may recognize the 
power of their new position without recognizing how 
capable or prepared they are to carry out the responsibil-
ities of that position. The same is true of teens who are 
involved in volunteer efforts yet are unprepared to inter-
act with community citizens or the populations they’re 
excited to serve. Unfortunately, advisors lack the time 
necessary to conduct appropriate leadership training 
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so teen leaders are prepared. Yet, teen leaders are still 
expected to demonstrate consistent and balanced leader-
ship abilities. 

Recognizing that teens benefit from assistance iden-
tifying, developing, and fine-tuning leadership skills is a 
key step. Recognizing that youth leadership is different 
from adult theories of development is also an impor-
tant step (see the Josephine A. van Linden and Carl I. 
Fertman book Youth Leadership for research support). 
The challenge is how to dedicate time and energy to 
developing leadership skills and sensitivities in teens. 

It’s important to recognize the pivotal role all adults 
(educators, youth workers, camp directors, youth min-
isters, mentors, etc.) play in helping every teen develop 
leadership abilities to this potential.

Rather than viewing leadership ability as something 
one either has or doesn’t have, and employing this atti-
tude with all teens, it is more effective to embrace the 
idea that every teen has the potential to be a leader. This 
perspective is effective because it:

• is action oriented

• is present tense (“here and now”) 

• is personal and individualistic

• is reinforced when teens work with others

• promotes locus of control skills 

• promotes self-esteem and confidence

• combines thought, action, feelings, and physiologi-
cal responses

• recognizes that there are various definitions of lead-
ership yet common terms that apply to leaders and 
leadership 

• recognizes that leadership is a collection of skills 
and behaviors that can be taught, practiced, and 
improved upon

• prepares teens for their future

Read on to understand teen perspectives on leader-
ship, what’s missing for teen leaders, and ways to serve 
as an exceptional leadership educator and role model for 
all teens you encounter.

Understanding the Teen Leadership  
Frame of Reference

• Teens tend to embrace a “philosophical” (what does 
leadership mean in my life; how do I feel about 
being a leader) approach to leadership. They develop 
individual and personal beliefs about leaders and 

leadership instead of trying to fit into predefined 
leadership categories.

• Teens have similar experiences as their peers and 
can apply these experiences to their daily life. What 
they do in school and in the community are closely 
linked and may involve interacting with the same 
people in all settings. Organized leadership develop-
ment efforts are particularly effective because of this 
interconnectedness.

• Many teens realize, but may not accept, their 
strengths and challenges as leaders. They may bend 
to social pressure to act “cool” even if their internal 
compasses struggle to guide them differently.

• Teens are savvy in identifying acceptable and appro-
priate standards for socially recognized leaders. 
They have difficulty identifying heroes as com-
pared to earlier generations because of the rise in 
“famous” yet unnoteworthy individuals in society. 

• Teens expect a lot from peers who are elected or 
selected into leadership roles. In situations where 
selection standards are ill-defined or minimal, poorly 
prepared teen leaders may find themselves in posi-
tions that result in peer and/or adult dissatisfaction.

• Teens have greater opportunities than in the past to 
take on increasingly responsible leadership roles in 
school or the community. Even though teen opin-
ions are sought by adult leadership (for example, 
by community agency boards, mayors, senators, 
city councils, school boards, etc.), opportunities for 
teens to impact decisions directly affecting youth 
“quality of life” in the community are still limited.

• Teens have grown up being taught to accept diver-
sity and tolerance and to have a multicultural atti-
tude when serving as leaders. 

• Teens tend to embrace leaders who are team-
oriented, a style that works well for teens who have 
grown up believing in teamwork and inclusivity. 
This is not all positive, however, because some teens 
have difficulty taking the lead when others won’t. 

• Teens are provided opportunities to take on leader-
ship roles to assist peers in developing personal 
power and control in daily conflicts. More mediation 
and intervention programs rely on the power of teen 
involvement—from telling their story to serving as 
formal role models.

• Teens are increasingly encouraged to seek out (or 
are set up with) mentors within their school or 
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community. Research continues to indicate the 
beneficial role mentors play in the lives of kids and 
teens. 

• Teens value the importance of building relation-
ships and showing care for others. 

• Like adults, teens struggle with the stereotype that 
leaders are popular and attractive, and that only 
good kids are good leaders. At-risk teens more often 
than not believe that to be a leader there must be 
something special about you.

• Teen leaders grapple with how to deal with peers 
who want them to confront authority, change the 
system, or otherwise counteract status-quo and may 
accuse them of “selling out” when they agree with 
adult-driven leadership decisions.

Making Teen Leadership Preparation  
More Meaningful
Preparing teens to lead takes dedication and deliberate 
attention. Consider using the following guidelines as a 
foundation for making teen leadership opportunities 
meaningful, and in turn, more sustainable: 

• Provide opportunities for teens to make mistakes 
without having these mistakes held against them.

• Help teens identify appropriate contemporary social 
role models, even if these role models seem few and 
far between.

• Value teens for who they are now rather than want-
ing them to “grow up.”

• Establish consistent, reasonable leadership stan-
dards that parents, teachers, and other close adults 
can expect from teens.

• Provide real leadership experiences that apply to 
daily life and the future.

• Recognize that real life experiences (positive and 
negative) often shape the leadership attitudes of 
tweens and teens, and adapt leadership training to 
transform these attitudes if necessary.

• Look for ways to provide at-risk teens with leader-
ship roles, so negative social influences won’t take 
precedence (for example, gangs, negative peer- 
pressure, adult acquaintances, drug culture, etc.).

• Acknowledge and embrace the diversity and cultural 
differences of modern teens.

• Connect teens with adult mentors who are comfort-
able allowing them to take on significant responsi-
bilities and leadership roles.

• Encourage teens to envision the difference and 
power one person can make.

• Provide consistent, frequent opportunities to take 
on leadership roles within the communities or orga-
nizations most influential to teens (schools, youth 
groups, community centers, etc.).

• Be willing to learn from spontaneous classroom 
or group discussions rather than restraining teen 
energy through over-programmed, sterile, or  
climate-controlled situations. 

Tips for Developing Your Skills as a  
Leadership Educator
Kids and teens want to see that you’re as serious as they 
are about being a leader. Here are ideas for infusing a 
leadership attitude into your classroom or program:

• Use leadership language in everyday conversation 
with teens (remark when you notice how they take 
charge, make a difference, believe in themselves, 
make good decisions, serve as role models, etc.). 

• Acknowledge and recognize teens who make good 
leadership decisions in their mental health, peer 
activities, and other involvements.

• Use leadership development activities as sessions 
for groups. 

• Use debriefing and reflection that relate the experi-
ence to the issues of the group as well as to what 
they can do in their daily lives.

• Dedicate specific sessions to developing leadership.

• Depending upon the subject matter of individual 
sessions, incorporate leadership skills development 
as part of group action plans or homework.

• Develop a leadership library from which teens can 
check out books or videos. A brief selection of books 
and movies are included on pages 215–218 of this 
book. Also, visit mariammacgregor.com for addi-
tional resources.

• Show movies with leadership themes, discuss them, 
and apply them to the issues at hand.

• Offer an organized, ongoing leadership develop-
ment class. Have this class provide consistent expe-
riences for every student who completes it. As time 
goes on, the culture of your program will begin to 
reflect the ideals you develop in the class, regardless 
of when teens participate in the class. 
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• Communicate the importance for leaders to recog-
nize and value diversity. Create activities that assist 
in developing these skills and sensitivities.

• Create or enhance peer mediation training.

• Create teen review boards or decision-making com-
mittees to help with organizational decisions and 
meet regularly.

• Develop a schedule for teens to introduce current 
events for leadership discussion.

Here are ideas for personal and professional devel-
opment to enhance one’s skill as a leadership educator:

• Read about leadership theories, attitudes, and 
trends.

• Talk with teen leaders around your school and  
community.

• Observe teen leaders in action.

• Teach a leadership class: like teens, adults learn best 
through hands-on experience.

• Participate in a ropes course.

• Take a training class to learn how to facilitate a 
ropes course.

• Attend a lecture or presentation given by a business 
leader or other individual who is recognized for 
leadership skills and use what you learn when work-
ing with teens.

• Volunteer in the community—service experiences 
are excellent ways to develop leadership skills.

• Develop an evaluation form of your skills that teens 
can complete and give back to you. (Allow for  
anonymity—you get better feedback.)

• Participate in the school improvement process; 
volunteer to chair a committee or lead some other 
group process.

• When reading (books, newspapers, blogs, Web con-
tent, etc.), read with an eye for the leadership issues 
being addressed (such as ethics, creative thinking, 
problem solving, communication, appropriate con-
flict resolution, etc.).

• Co-plan and/or co-teach with a teen leader a class 
session on a leadership topic. Take time after the 
experience to discuss successes and challenges.

• Attend professional development trainings on lead-
ership topics.

• Co-teach with teachers in various academic disci-
plines a class session on leadership or a lengthier 
leadership class.

• Coach a teen athletic team.

• Sponsor a school club or other youth activity.

• Serve as detention monitor one day, but instead of 
the usual detention schedule, design and conduct 
relevant leadership lessons (for example, on how to 
stay out of detention)—leadership lessons do apply 
to truancy and misbehavior.

• Find a mentor who can help you strengthen your 
skills as a leadership educator.

• Enroll in a course on organizational behavior, lead-
ership styles, communication, or something similar 
(check local colleges and universities—this course-
work often counts toward continuing education for 
professional licenses/credentials).

• Watch and discuss movies that relate to leadership 
(many movies do!).

• Practice, practice, practice.

Here are tips for building a culture of leadership into 
classrooms or program space:

• Partner with teens to establish a definition of “lead-
ership” and “leader” and post them in a prominent 
place for all to see.

• Identify the leadership characteristics you desire 
teens in your program to possess, and create oppor-
tunities to learn them. Examples include:

—volunteering at a shelter (empathy and tolerance)

—participating in a community forum (community 
leadership)

—registering to vote and understanding the voting 
process (political leadership)

—attending a cultural event of a culture different 
from your own (tolerance and diversity)

—practicing ethical decisions (ethics, values, and 
decision making)

• Seek teen perspectives when shaping policies and 
programs. 

• When teens in your program or school make a mis-
take, allow time to discuss what they learned from 
the experience and how they can use what they 
learned. In other words, allow for mistakes, process 
through them, and apply the learning. 
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• Explore ways that teens can learn new things and 
apply what they have learned. As with most things, 
learning leadership takes practice. Talk about experi-
ences along the way. 

• Make “leadership” and “becoming a leader” part of 
daily conversation, program activities, school, and 
family activities. 

• Include youth leadership tips and youth leadership 
recognitions in your newsletter or at your website. 

• Relate leadership to all activities. 

• Identify what is important to the young people in 
your program and find ways to create leadership 
opportunities around those topics and issues. 

• Learn and practice appropriate conflict resolution 
with youth. 

• Consistently recognize leadership accomplishments 
for all teens, all situations. 

• Be attentive to “teachable leadership moments.” 

• Listen and be patient . . . developing leaders is an 
ongoing process. 

• Be supportive and encouraging. 

• Model what you expect, and let teens lead. 

Leadership Education for Digital Natives
Today’s teens are the first of many generations who will 
grow up in a technologically driven world. A few years 
ago, cell phones were designed for basic text and talk 
interactions, and other mobile devices were limited in 
the classroom. Now, students learn in wired environ-
ments, complete assignments individually or in groups 
using various Internet platforms, and are expected to 
BYOD (bring your own device) to some classes. 

It’s an exciting and challenging endeavor to prepare 
kids and teens that are highly connected to one another 
(and their learning) via the cloud to be leaders in real 
life. While technology can enrich most academic learn-
ing environments, when it comes to this type of experi-
ential learning, technology can distract or distance kids 
from hands-on, interactive leadership lessons.

Participating in sessions from Building Everyday 
Leadership is a bit like attending summer camp where, 
unless you’re at technology camp, campers are asked 
to leave their devices behind in order to fully partici-
pate in group activities. By facilitating lessons where 
students take on various leadership roles or actively 
participate from beginning to end, teens learn critical 
relationship skills needed by good leaders. Curtailing 

technology use during interactive leadership lessons 
minimizes the busy “split-brain” approach to life that 
is becoming normalized for kids and teens. In many 
ways, good leadership education relies on old-school  
techniques—building face-to-face relationships, teach-
ing and practicing conflict resolution in real life, laugh-
ing together, problem solving through tough situations, 
and strengthening critical thinking skills instead of 
allowing wishy-washy multiple-choice decision making.

Adult facilitators also excel when modeling high-
touch teaching by putting away their own devices dur-
ing discussions and processing. Teens learn how to give 
their full attention when they receive our full attention.

But . . . when it comes to enriching and extending 
the learning, technology is an excellent and relevant 
tool! Recording videos, snapping and artistically edit-
ing photos, creating funny viral memes, using modern 
resources to measure authentic learning, interacting in 
real time on multiple social platforms (which change 
rapidly), and creating connected youth communities on 
these same platforms is worthwhile and relevant.

It bears repeating: everyone can learn to lead. But 
truly learning to be a leader requires more than a Google 
search to identify the best ingredients. It requires prac-
tice and “being present in the present.” Young people 
who look others in the eye, offer a hand for a hand shake, 
and speak clearly and confidently stand out in a crowd 
full of teens with eyes glued to a device, thumbs tap-
ping away, and responding with mumbled, distracted, 
fragmented comments in conversation. 

Inspiring the Way
Teen leaders are not just the leaders of the future; they 
are our leaders of today. As an educator or youth worker 
using this curriculum guide, aim to actively seek out 
teens’ insights and contributions in school, in busi-
nesses, in the community, and in families. If you can 
motivate teens with high expectations and an attitude 
that lets them know you believe in them, they rarely will 
set their personal standards any lower. 

Leading with your own heart is what teaching teens 
about leadership and being a leader is all about. With 
this guide, you’ll discover many ways to personally 
inspire teens to embrace leadership and take the lead. 
But no matter how well you know the subject matter, the 
true inspiration comes from within you. Your passion 
for working with teens and nurturing their potential for 
leading will only increase as you embrace and experi-
ence their passions. And imagine what that can mean 
for all the leaders to come!
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(  PAGES 5–8 IN EVERYDAY LEADERSHIP  )

GOALS 

Participants will:

• consider their own potential for leadership

• gain insight into the value of leadership in  
everyday activities

• introduce themselves to the group

• review program or class expectations and goals

Getting Started
Gaining an understanding of why leadership is impor-
tant in everyday ways, big and small, is key to teens 
developing their own leadership ability. This session 
provides an entertaining way for teens to consider their 
potential as leaders. It also enables teens to introduce 
themselves to one another if they don’t already know 
each other. 
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Welcome everyone to the group. During the first 10 
minutes, acknowledge the specific reasons teens are 
learning about leadership. Briefly express your reasons 
for teaching leadership. Then explain why leadership is 
important. You might say:

How often do you find yourself complaining or dis-
appointed about things you wish you could change? 
Do you ever feel frustrated about not knowing how 
to make a change happen? Or wish you felt more 

MATERIALS NEEDED

• Everyday Leadership, one book for each  
participant

• Class sequence and syllabus (optional)

• Everyday Leadership Skills & Attitude (ELSA) 
Inventory, one for each participant (optional)

• 8½" x 11" colored paper 

• Markers, colored pencils, or crayons

GETTING READY

Make copies of the “Class Sequence” and “Class 
Syllabus” on pages 181–182 and 183 and if nec-
essary, modify for your specific use . 

Leadershipintroducing
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confident to speak up and say something? By learn-
ing and building the skills to step forward and stand 
up for your beliefs, or to follow through on your 
dreams, you can put yourself in a better position 
to make your voice heard. In other words, learning 
how to take the lead can help you achieve what 
you want.

Leading doesn’t mean you have to do something 
big, such as be president of a group or a famous 
individual who campaigns for political causes. And it 
isn’t something just a few people in recognized posi-
tions of authority do either. There are lots of smaller, 
more modest ways to take the lead every day, such 
as routinely doing volunteer work or welcoming a 
new kid at school into your group of friends. 

Learning to lead enables you to learn about 
yourself and try new skills. It’s about putting into 
action who you are and what you care about to 
make a positive difference for yourself and the 
world around you.

Pass out copies of Everyday Leadership. Highlight the 
ways this book will be a “work in progress” for teens. 
You might say:

After the group sessions and our discussions, you 
will be thinking and writing in your book on the 
topics we learned about. By doing so, you will be 
creating a collection of your thoughts and ideas on 
leadership. Hopefully, this book will become your 
personal guide and resource to refer to throughout 
any leadership experiences. 

Ask teens to read the “Introduction” on pages 1–4 
of their books, and allow them a few minutes to flip 
through the pages. Then, for the next 10 minutes or so, 
cover the following steps, excluding any that are not rel-
evant to your setting: 

1 Hand out the syllabus and the sequence of sessions. 
Ask teens to look over them, and briefly point out any 
required projects, papers, and exams. Tell teens you will 
address details about these requirements during future 
sessions. 

2 Distribute copies of the Everyday Leadership Skills & 
Attitude (ELSA) Inventory (page 159), and instruct teens 
on completing it. If there’s time, ask them to do it dur-
ing the session or instruct them to complete it later and 
return it by the next session. 

3 Explain that in addition to doing one or more activi-
ties and having a group discussion during a session, 
they’ll be using their books both in and outside of the 
sessions. Go through the general format of Everyday 
Leadership and point out each of the sections and how 
they relate to what takes place in each session. You 
might say: 

• “Quotes” pages help trigger your thinking about 
the leadership topic for each session. You may 
want to share the quotes and your reactions to 
them with friends and family and ask what they 
think. Keep the quotes in mind throughout the 
activities we’ll be doing.

• “Try This” pages you may do individually or in a 
small group during the session.

• “Find Out More About It” pages provide back-
ground reading. Sometimes you’ll read this infor-
mation before an activity. Other times, you’ll read 
the information afterward so it doesn’t influence 
how you act or what happens during the activity.

• “Think and Write About It” pages include ques-
tions to think about and respond to individually 
after our group discussion.

• “Do Something About It” pages give you ideas 
or actions to “do something” with what you are 
learning about being a leader. Each time, you’ll 
select one or two of these ideas to set as personal 
goals to achieve. If you have an idea or two of 
your own that you prefer, there’s also space to 
add these to the list. 

4 Explain how you will review their writing to provide 
feedback (or if grading is necessary) based on the strate-
gies you’ve selected. For example, you might say: 

Time allowing, you’ll get 5 to 10 minutes to write at 
the end of each session. If we do not have enough 
time, you’ll need to complete your responses to the 
required reflective writing questions in the “Think 
and Write About It” section by the next session. Feel 
free to answer any additional questions on your 
own to further explore leadership.

Sometimes, we’ll share responses with the group 
or a partner to learn from each other. Please respond 
honestly to the questions in your books, keeping in 
mind that what you write may be read by or dis-
cussed with another person. If you have written 
something you’d prefer just me to read, let me know 
and we can meet individually. 
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5 Encourage teens to be creative with their books. They 
can use the book or a separate folder to store handouts, 
notes, pictures, or other mementos from leadership 
experiences they have throughout the sessions or later.

Allow a few minutes for questions. To summarize, 
you might say: 

Make the book your own. Having fun with it and 
being creative is part of this leadership learning 
experience. Think about what leadership means for 
you, why you are here, and what kind of a leader 
you want to be.

At the Newsstand
In this warm-up activity, teens will draw fictitious maga-
zine covers featuring themselves. This activity helps 
teens consider their potential for being leaders. Some of 
the covers might be funny, others more serious. 

Distribute the colored paper and markers (or colored 
pencils, crayons) to each person. Ask everyone to focus 
on her or his piece of paper while you describe a sce-
nario. As they are looking at the sheet of paper, say:

It’s years from now and you’re looking at a maga-
zine on the newsstand. The cover shows a successful 
leader in the world. The person on the cover is you. 

Explain that each person is to design his or her mag-
azine cover during the next 5 to 10 minutes. Give ficti-
tious examples such as “Javier Discovers New Comet!” 
on Star Gazer, “Meet the Parrot Lady—Jennie Smith 
Starts a Sanctuary” on Animals Today, or “Book Lover 
Donates Collection” on Library Archives. Tell teens to 
include their names in the cover headline and empha-
size they do not have to be splendid artists to make their 
point. To get them started, ask:

Imagine why you are on the cover. What magazine 
is it? What’s the headline? What have you done to 
deserve recognition? What makes you the leader 
everyone is admiring? What do people see in you? 
Think of what matters to you: big or small. Imagine 
what you really care about or would like to posi-
tively affect. 

When everyone is finished, ask for volunteers to 
stand up, introduce themselves, and show their covers. 
Invite teens to explain their covers and the leadership 
characteristics highlighted. At a minimum, provide an 
opportunity for everyone to introduce themselves even 
if they don’t share a lot about their cover.

Talk About It
Lead a 10-minute group discussion about the various 
ways different people view what makes a leader. Ask:

• How did it feel to think about yourself in the 
future and on a magazine?

• What makes it difficult or easy to think of yourself 
as a leader?

• When you see a magazine cover with a well-
known person, what distinguishes the person as  
a respected leader versus a celebrity? 

• Do you think being on a magazine cover means 
the person is a leader? Why or why not? 

• Why do you think many people believe a person 
has to do something monumental to be consid-
ered a leader?

Wrapping Up
For “Think and Write About It” (pages 6–7 in Everyday 
Leadership), let participants know whether they are to 
answer specific questions or all of them, or if they’re 
to choose a few themselves. Suggest as they write their 
responses they consider what their magazine cover 
means to them and keep in mind what others in the 
group shared. 

TEACH TH IS
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Before ending the session, remind teens to choose a 
couple goals from “Do Something About It” (pages 7–8 
in Everyday Leadership) and create an appropriate time-
frame to achieve them—a week, two weeks, a month, and 
so forth—and write it down. Instruct participants also to 
write down the actual date they achieved the goals and to 
describe what they did to achieve those goals. Make clear 
that there are no right or wrong choices; encourage all 

to select what resonates for them individually but also 
involves challenging themselves to improve their skills. 
To close, you might say: 

Remember, what may be simple for an outgoing 
person may be more difficult for someone who is 
shy or reserved. Also, even if you’ve practiced 
some leadership skills previously, you may feel a bit 
uncomfortable at first about doing something new. 
Believe in yourself and keep practicing. 

For future reference, you may want to put a check next to the 
questions you are assigning .

6 Everyday Leadership

 Think and Write About It 
 In this session’s activity, you imagined yourself some years from now 
as an accomplished leader on the cover of a fictitious magazine. Now think about 
ways you already are a leader. Consider what you do every day and what you care 
about: how you help your family, groups at school or where you live, a part-time 
job, your attitudes. Reflect on ways you have changed because of your involvement. 
If you aren’t sure of your own leadership skills, think about what you want to do. 
Write your responses to one or more of the following statements or questions. 

I consider myself a leader at _______________________________________ because  
 
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

 I don’t consider myself a leader at _________________________________ because  
 
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

People at _______________________________ consider me to be a leader because  
 
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

People at __________________________ don’t consider me to be a leader because  
 
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
 

O
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When you think of yourself as a leader, what expectations do you have of yourself? 
 
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

What expectations do you feel others have of you as a leader? 
 
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
 

 Do Something About It
 To commit to learning about leadership, it’s important to put your 
thoughts into action. Choosing to act can help you take being a leader to the next 
level, assist you in finding out more about yourself, or inspire you to do something 
that before now you couldn’t imagine doing. 

Check the goal(s) you will set to demonstrate your leadership abilities. If you 
have ideas of your own that you prefer, add them on the lines provided. Then write 
a date by which you plan to put your goal(s) into action on the “To Do By” lines and 
the date you completed them on the “Did By” lines. Be sure to fill in “What I Did 
to Achieve My Goal(s).”

 To Do By Did By

 I will do what I can to help a new  
teen in my neighborhood, school,  
or youth group feel welcome .

 I will sit next to someone other than  
one of my friends in one of my classes  
or other activities and offer my help .

Z
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 To Do By Did By

 I will find out what teen leadership  
positions are available at school or  
with a community group or program. 

 I will talk with my friends or family  
about the ways they think I am  
already a leader.

Other “Do Something About It” Ideas

  _______________________________        _______________     _______________

 _______________________________

 _______________________________

  _______________________________        _______________     _______________

 _______________________________

 _______________________________

What I Did to Achieve My Goal(s) 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
 
________________________________________________________________________
 
________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________
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