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A New Model for Leadership Development Education 

 According to Canadian HR Reporter (2012) nearly one-half of Canadian employers 

anticipate losing 20% or more of their executives (due to retirement) by 2017 and 90% of 

respondents believe the next generation of managers are not ready to take over.  These statistics 

have significant implications for leadership development education. The retirement trend 

coupled with increased complexities of the 21st century mean that educators must be far more 

intentional in designing transformational and authentic leadership development experiences that 

prepare learners for their future careers.  “The more you get the next generation involved in the 

thought process and strategies and thinking through of issues, the more ready they will be when 

time comes for them to take over” (Silliker, 2012, para. 7).   

In this paper, we discuss how educators can better engage students in leadership 

development by examining Sheridan’s Adventure Learning (SAL) model.  The SAL model seeks 

to transform leadership learning experiences by having students engage in collaborative, inquiry-

based and experiential education, immersed in complex, real world issues identified in 

curriculum and mediated by an unfolding narrative, technology, peers, teachers and experts 

(Doering, 2006, 2007; Doering & Veletsianos, 2008; Veletsianos & Kleanthous, 2009, 

Veletsianos & Doering, 2010; Koseoglu & Doering, 2011). 

Over the last decade, Adventure Learning (AL) has been predominantly implemented in 

K-12 learning environments exploring socio-scientific issues such as global warming.  Koseoglu 

& Doering (2011) demonstrated a strong correlation between emotions and the elements of 

student engagement through AL. AL affects positive emotions and facilitates enhanced curiosity, 

creativity, and decision-making skills by broadening learner thought processes, ultimately 

promoting learning. Combined with utility and dynamics for social interactions, AL has the 

potential to enhance the usefulness and emotional appeal of an instructional environment, as well 

as stimulate increased learner involvement and social interaction through appeasement of 

cognitive load (Miller, 2011). 
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exploration (Wagner, 2008, 2010).  Student teams solve the leadership challenge using 
course frameworks, brainstorming techniques and leadership theories/models. Professors 
encourage “trial and error” and weekly individual critical reflections exploring lessons 
learned from successes and failures. 

3. Collaborative experiences: Collaboration and interaction opportunities is at the heart of SAL 
(Doering, 2006), encouraging transformative learning through interactivity between learners 
and their peers, professors, and industry leaders.  Learners engage in team-based problem 
solving which allows them to work through stages of team development, leadership and 
followership, and conflict management.  The hybrid learning environment (face to face 
classroom methods mediated by computer based activities) (Doering, 2006; The Learning 
Technologies Collaborative, 2010) allows students and professors to collaborate virtually 
through the Learning Management System (LMS).   

4. Creative curricula experiences: The SAL model strives to support and extend learners’ 
knowledge and skills beyond their current levels through scaffolded learning experiences 
(Doering, 2006) and authentic real world narratives synched with curriculum (Doering, 
2006).  SAL places learners within these real world narratives to engage and play to their 
need for relevancy, reality and immediacy (Wagner, 2008, 2012). Hybrid learning and rich 
multi-media, (Doering, 2006) leverage visual literacy of learners (Oblinger & Oblinger, 
2010), while engaging them within a richer context. 

5. New faculty experiences: SAL professors act as the guide on the side coaching and 
mentoring learners throughout their exploration, problem solving and learning.  Customized 
feedback (Woodruffe, 2009) is provided at frequent intervals to learners focusing on the 
learning process serving to promote intrinsic motivation (Wagner & Harter, 2006).   

Table 1: The Sheridan Adventure Learning Experience within Leadership Development 

The Adventure Learning Experience – Leadership Development 
Pre-Week 1 • Self-assessments and authentic leadership development plans 

• Leadership problem-solving process orientation 
• Complex, multifaceted real world leadership problem introduced 
• Students identify and explore issue(s), prepare questions to pose to the leader 

Week 1 • Student teams meet with Leader to explore issue(s) to determine root causes 
• Student teams continue exploration, analysis, and solution generation 
• Virtual team discussions and activities, social networking sites, coaching  

with peers and professor enhance team problem solving 
• Individual reflective blog/journal entry 

Week 2 • Team presentations to Leader 
• Teams debrief with Leader 
• Leader explains what actually happened, lessons learned 
• Individual reflective blog/journal entry 

Week 3 • Debrief and feedback with peers and professor 
• Summarize connections to curriculum , outcomes and lessons learned 
• Individual reflective blog/journal entry 
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Multi-Method Research Approach 

A multi-method research design encompassed an online student survey instrument and 

three semi-structured focus groups. The online survey was distributed to a population of 195 full-

time community college students who participated in an SAL course, with a sample of 84 

(response rate of 43%).  The sample encompassed 59% female/ 41% male and 71% domestic/ 

29% international students who voluntarily participated in the study.   

Online Survey Instrument 

The online survey instrument was designed in Survey Monkey and intended to measure 

participants’ perceptions of student engagement defined as the intrinsic motivation and affective 

commitment and connectedness to learning (12 items); emotions defined as the memorable 

moments of affections like happiness, joy, interest and enthusiasm in the positive side of 

emotions (6 items); and social interaction defined as the opportunities to build interpersonal 

relationships and communication (6 items).  The survey instrument also included 13 items to 

measure students’ level of agreement with different aspects of SAL model (See Appendix 1).  

Quantitative data collected from the survey instrument were analysed using descriptive analyses 

(Frequencies, central tendencies).  Aggregate summaries were calculated using the total to 

maximum method that represents the total frequency achieved divided by the maximum 

frequency that can be achieved with scale starting at zero. The result is an average score 

represented as a percent with 0% pointing to the lowest end of the scale and 100% to the 

maximum end of the scale. 

Focus Groups 

A total of 19 students voluntarily participated in three focus groups.  Ten semi-structured 

questions were posed in these focus groups to gain a better understanding of participants’ 

perceived opinions of SAL.  The questions were designed prior to the interviews to help the 

research remain focused, while having the flexibility to probe for details. Each session lasted for 

approximately 60 minutes, was digitally recorded and later transcribed into 30 pages of narrative 

for analysis.  Qualitative data were analysed using thematic categories and types (positive and 

negative attitudes). 
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Findings from the Student Survey and Focus Groups 

Respondents showed strong satisfaction and appreciation for the SAL model, with 81% 

indicating that if given the choice they would definitely or possibly enrol in another SAL course 

(versus 73% for hybrid courses).  Students also reported high attendance and preference for the 

SAL mode of instruction, with 75.3% indicating that they always attend the face to face 

component of their SAL class, and 62.8% always attend the online component of class (both 

numbers are approximately 10% higher than attendance for hybrid instruction classes).   

The 12 engagement set of measurement items revealed that in almost all items average 

scores were in the top box of the 7 point agreement scale (Agree and Strongly Agree).  Students 

reported that the SAL model allowed them to imagine themselves in a leadership positions in the 

real world (87%); imagine themselves in the positions of the industry leaders (85.3%); wanted to 

learn more about the industry leaders (84%); wanted to learn more about the issues presented in 

the leadership challenges (82.7%); wanted to learn more about the content presented by the 

challenge (80.5%), and learn more about the subject (80.7%).  On average respondents rated 

78.1% and 76.8% that their curiosity about the content and subject (respectively) grew as they 

learned more. 

When asked about emotional reactions and feelings towards SAL using 6 statements, 

respondents indicated that they were highly interested in the SAL course (81.1%); found the 

activities more interesting than usual courses (74.3%); and were challenged and having fun 

(80%) with the real world leadership problems offered by the SAL model. 

The 17 item statements related to essential skills development yielded very promising 

potential for the SAL model.  On average respondents believed that SAL allowed them 

opportunities to practice leadership and followership (80.7%), and offered more opportunities to 

practice team building skills (81.4%).  Other highly rated skills include enhanced problem 

solving skills (78.4%), more opportunities to think critically (77.7%), more opportunities to be 

creative (78%), more opportunities to collaborate with others (79.9%) and more opportunities to 

reflect on what they have learned (78.9%).   

Respondents report that the SAL model results in better quantity and quality of social 

interaction between learners and their peers, faculty and industry leaders.  On all scales, the SAL 

model rated significantly higher on quantity and quality of social interaction when compared to 

hybrid instruction. 
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Participants were asked two open-ended questions to solicit views of their most and least 

favourite aspects of the SAL model.  The four frequently cited most favourite aspects were real 

world/real life, hands on experience, team work, and interactions with experts (industry leaders).  

The four most frequently cited least favourite aspects were confusing/ambiguous, time 

restrictions, team conflict/challenges, and the need for a more robust online experience.   

Powerful and Engaging Learning Experiences 

Participating industry leaders believe the SAL model is very effective compared to other 

teaching modes, and better prepares learners for the job market.  Leaders indicated that they 

learn from students as “they bring new thoughts to the issues I often may have not considered.”  

The findings suggest a number of design considerations that inform future SAL learning 

experiences. 

Real world Authentic Learning: Learners are deeply interested in the real world, hands-

on aspects of leadership beyond the boundaries of the classroom.  Student response to the SAL 

experience lies in its participatory nature.  By immersing learners in authentic leadership 

narratives, they experience “adventure,” “surprise,” “fun,” and “creativity.”  In this case, learners 

thrive most when the leaders are relatable and the leadership problem is current and relevant.  

Learners are immersed in the experience by imagining themselves in the leader’s role and using 

problem solving tools and leadership frameworks to come up with creative solutions.  Learners 

distinguish that the experience serves to better prepare students for “real life,” and 

“circumstances [they’ll] face in the future.”   

Appetite for Ambiguity and Self-Direction: Learners recognize that working through 

ambiguity (inherent in problem-based pedagogy) is important to their leadership development 

journey.  That said some learners feel anxious and frustrated by this same ambiguity.  While 

students feel that traditional lecture style knowledge delivery is “boring,” and leads to poor 

learning experiences (Wagner, 2008; 2012), an unguided problem-based approach can also be 

ineffective for students who lack self-direction or prerequisite knowledge (Veletsianos, 2010).  A 

carefully planned and developed problem-based pedagogy that is scaffolded and guided by the 

faculty is imperative for fostering self-direction, learning and growth.  This environment 
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embraces successes and failures as learning opportunities and encourages regular individual 

reflections that foster deeper learning and self-awareness. 

Collaboration & Social Interaction; the Heartbeat for Learners: Collaboration and social 

interaction opportunities with peers, faculty and industry leaders encourage transformative 

learning on many levels.  The collaboration and social interactions with peers, faculty and the 

leader help extend learners’ skills, knowledge and learning.  For example, learners believe that 

collaboration with all actors allows them to foster diverse thinking and generate more creative 

ideas. The focus on teamwork with their peers encourages students to practice their leadership 

and followership styles, team development and conflict management much more than they would 

in a traditional class.  Learners recognize faculty having a strong influence on their learning.  

Learners say the SAL faculty “[do] not play teacher,” instead they facilitate participation and 

invite diverse worldviews.  They are “passionate,” “caring,” “respectful,” “listen” and “love what 

they do.”  Learners are motivated by frequent authentic feedback and positive reinforcements 

offered by faculty. 

Conclusion 

In this study insights were gained about learners’ SAL experiences during a semester-

long Leadership Development course.  Our findings are in line with other studies which served to 

assess the AL approach within K-12 (Veletsianos & Doering, 2010; Veletsianos, 2010) 

suggesting that the SAL experience was challenging, engaging, and collaborative.  The SAL 

model creates transformative learning environments that extend learners’ self-awareness and 21st 

century skills (i.e. critical, creative and reflective thinking), better preparing them for their future 

careers and lives.   

The study supports the viability of the SAL model within Leadership Development 

education and the potential for integration into other higher education courses.  To do so requires 

dedication and a long term perspective.  Rethinking 21st century learning, demands a passion for 

creating cultures of transformative learning opportunities that foster engagement, intrinsic 

motivation and authentic participation. 
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Appendix 1 – Factors / Items Used in the Student Online Survey Instrument 

 
Factor 
 

Items Source 

Engagement 
 

12 items with 7 point scale Koseoglu & Doering, 2011 

Emotions 
 

6 items with 7 point scale Koseoglu & Doering, 2011 

Social Interactions 6 items with 5 point scale Blended Course Student 
Survey 
University of Central Florida 

AL Aspects and Opportunities 13 items with 5 point scale Blended Course Student 
Survey 
University of Central Florida 

Satisfaction and Commitment 2 items with 5 point scale Blended Course Student 
Survey 
University of Central Florida 
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