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Abstract 

In the excitement of moving into Year 12 and becoming a leader within a boarding house, the 

knowledge required by students to allow for appropriate and broad leadership styles can be 

overlooked. In this action research project, senior students studied stories of brave and faithful 

leaders of the past with the intention of modelling their successful behaviours. The students 

wrote speeches, both pre- and post-intervention, whilst data were also collected during group 

reflections on their effectiveness as leaders. Key elements of the boys’ planned approaches 

were identified and monitored throughout the study. Findings demonstrated that the young 

leaders’ understanding of leadership did broaden, whilst in general they also became more 

self-aware and relational in their leadership. The boys’ intended styles, actions, and reflections 

present some interesting areas for further investigation in the related domains of leadership in 

which the boys did not develop, these being an ability to be process driven and leading by 

example. The boys had a genuine intent to lead by example but found it difficult to transfer 

this into action. The study of these chosen leaders helped develop a broader notion and 

knowledge of leadership styles amongst the group. These findings support the use of written 

speeches as a tool for identifying leadership knowledge and preferences as boys start their 

leadership journey. The study also supports the rollout of a leadership program across the 

whole senior school. 

 Introduction 

Background 

Leadership is an important aspect of The King’s School’s mission and is thus, a central theme 

which requires reflection and the assessment of possible mechanisms which may allow for 

improvement on our current approach. I have observed over recent years at King’s, that whilst 

our young men have strong and admirable intentions for their leadership, they actually find 

leading very difficult. There is a tendency to rely on authoritarian and tiered social structures 

to lead those around them. Based on anecdotal evidence, my feeling was that this could be due 

to a lack of knowledge. 
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It may be possible to develop a broader understanding and ultimately utilisation of broader 

leadership styles through the study of brave and faithful leaders of the past. As Hodge, Henry 

and Smith (2014) explain, the use of former successful leaders’ stories can motivate, inspire, 

and provide examples on which others can model behaviour. Stories help draw in listeners in 

to engage with the topic, whilst also inspiring a strong desire to add to the legacy of those who 

have come before them. I was interested in the ability of stories of famous leaders to help 

build a broader understanding of leadership and hopefully develop the leadership skills and 

behaviour of boys. 

Research Question 

How might the stories of past and present leaders help Year 11 boys develop broader notions of 

leadership? 

Methodology 

Action research allowed for a small case study to examine the impact of a different approach 

to leadership development. It facilitated constant reflection and revising of the research 

question and intervention. The study of the stories helped stimulate discussions, while the 

engagement and potential development of the boys was constantly assessed. The small group 

context allowed the boys to verbalise their thoughts in a safe environment and for their voices 

to be heard. The small-scale cycle of research, had the potential to lead to a larger study or roll 

out. 

I appreciate that some young men find it difficult to express themselves verbally and in detail, 

thus a written speech was considered a good way for them to express their views in a 

controlled and succinct manner. The data collection mechanisms, therefore, were two 

speeches, both on the topic of “What is leadership and why is it important to Broughton 

Forrest (our boarding house)?”, at two discrete points: pre- and post-intervention. The data 

from the speeches were supplemented with field notes from group discussions held during 

tutor meetings throughout the action. 

Literature Review 

The wisdom of humanity has been refined and cultivated over 20,000 years of human history 

(Monarth, 2014) and passed down through generations in the form of stories. People in the 

outback of Australia and on the plains of Africa, for example, have told stories around the 

campfire and passed on lessons to their children through stories and parables for millennia 
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(Rubinstein, 2013). Harbin and Humphrey (2010) use the example of Jesus and the spread of 

Christianity as another example of the success of storytelling through human history. 

 Today’s society relies on short term, quick, and immediate access to entertainment through 

subcontracted facilitators in the form of computers and smartphones, which means we run the 

risk of losing touch with our storytelling skills, values and the actual stories themselves.  

 Ancient myths may be fading, but the impact and power of stories do not. For example, Harry 

Potter has had huge success and a profound impact on several recent generations and there 

are dozens of similar examples. What these stories share is the formula for the hero’s journey 

described by Joseph Campbell (2008): the hero ventures from our everyday world into a make 

believe world, faces a foe, and victory is won. The hero then returns to the natural world 

transformed and often welcomed in a new role as a leader. 

 Similarly, Rubinstein (2013) breaks stories into three sections: The Departure, The Initiation 

and The Return. Rubinstein relates these critical aspects of stories to what is required in a rite 

of passage for young people. Campbell (2008) further explains that there are, in fact, seventeen 

stages of a hero’s journey in his model; however, these are very specific and mythical. Vogler 

(as cited in Powell, 2018), on the other hand, reduces Campbell’s seventeen stages into twelve 

stages, with the significant stages being: call to adventure, meeting with the mentor, the test, 

and the return. 

 It is an opportune time to relate Campbell’s stages of the story to the modern-day Harry 

Potter or even Luke Skywalker and work at applying these ancient, tried, and tested structures 

to the stories used in an effort to develop an interest, understanding, and desire to practise 

leadership. Both J. K. Rowling and George Lucas were acutely aware of this format and as a 

result, their stories are some of the most successful of all time. Campbell (2008) goes as far as 

to suggest that humankind has developed a similar structure for tales throughout history and 

refers to this as a collective imagination. This collective imagination, used correctly, allows for 

the use of stories to develop the leadership skills of youth by reading about the journeys and 

challenges of those who have come before them. This provides a challenge for mentors to 

create an environment for our young leaders every day to answer the call, to move out of their 

comfort zones, to challenge themselves, to gain some form of metaphorical treasure or 

wisdom, and then return to their communities as better, stronger people (Bowers, Rosch, & 

Collier, 2016). 
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Harbin and Humphrey (2010) reinforce the manner in which stories build imagery and thus 

allow for quicker, more accurate, and greater, retention of ideas by engaging the audience. 

Humans brains are programmed for this style of development (Zak, 2014)—that is, a 

construction of concepts unique to the individual rather than just a transfer of information. 

The audience will potentially have more ownership and buy-in if they are engaged in the 

process, which Harbin and Humphrey refer to as using stories to pull the audience in. 

 In the Harvard Business Review, Monarth (2014), reinforces “the irresistible power of classic 

storytelling” in the context of successful television commercials. Monarth explains that the 

structure and plot are what differentiates a successful commercial. Great advertisements are 

mini movies with a story to attract people, as we are social beings and want to relate to others. 

He notes further that the most popular advertisements are complete stories that use Freytag’s 

Pyramid, which includes an exposition, a complication, a climax, the reversal, and the 

denouement. This structure allows stories to have longevity within society and is exemplified 

by Shakespeare’s continued presence in our culture’s studies. 

 Stories also need to seduce the reader, particularly if the goal of the story is to develop leaders 

(Sinclair, 2009). It is argued this is not a gender seduction, but rather a fostering of allegiances 

and loyalty from a group, which is a closer reflection of a more classic definition of seduction. 

That is, there needs to be some buy-in and trust developed in the reader in order to get the 

most out of the learning opportunity. This seduction can lead to transportation of the reader 

with the hope of new possibilities; however, this should not be at the cost of critical thinking, 

which can be at risk if an audience is too heavily seduced by a presenter (Sinclair).  

 Leadership traits can also be developed through motivation and inspiration, which can only 

be fostered by the delivery of an appropriate story (Bowers et al., 2016). The inspiration of a 

fitting story can foster energy and momentum towards engagement and growth of leadership 

characteristics (Bezaire, 2018). A story that young people are able to relate to also encourages 

inquisitiveness in students (Bezaire).  

Several authors develop the idea that there is a significant physiological response when people 

read and discuss stories. The primitive part of our brain, the olfactory senses, responds well to 

stories and this is what helps us remember stories over facts and figures (Bowers et al., 2016). 

The physical movement described within a story is also what makes it more tangible and 

easier to remember. 
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The physiological response is not limited to making a story easier to remember. Zak (2014) 

demonstrated in his study of hormone levels that oxytocin levels increased in participants who 

read stories about a cute animal. Oxytocin is associated with feeling part of a group and 

importantly it is what drives us to be part of our clan. Zak was also able to demonstrate that 

elevated levels of oxytocin led to people giving more generously to someone less fortunate 

than themselves. This is an important consideration, as I wanted to develop leaders who 

empathise with their community because this empathy helps young leaders remember what it 

was like to be the younger members of a boarding house or the new student. 

 Zak (2014) suggests that the body is attracted to these releases of hormones and this explains 

why we enjoy watching the popular advertisements. Neurologically, our bodies are 

programmed to seek this engagement and enjoyment and it leads to a quicker uptake of the 

image and message, and a greater accuracy in retention (Harbin & Humphrey, 2010). This can 

be reinforced using one of the most successful story tellers, Jesus Christ, who Harbin and 

Humphrey (2010) note, “Did not say anything without using a parable” (p. 99).  

 Thus far, the review of these articles provides an overview of why stories are effective, the 

structure of successful stories, and how stories may be useful to help young people move to 

the mindset in which they are open to new ideas. Now that this structure has been explained, 

it is important to investigate the best mechanism to improve the knowledge and skills 

targeted.  

 Zak (2014) indicates that it is important to use human stories to which students are able to 

relate. This is further supported by Harbin and Humphrey (2010) who suggest stories need to 

be plausible and current in order for young people to understand. Harbin and Humphrey 

provide further advice about just being yourself, telling authentic stories, and importantly 

avoiding traditional PowerPoints presentations. Storytelling should also occur through 

facilitation (McKenna & Kiewa, 2006), rather than the leader controlling the discussion and 

simply expecting a transfer of knowledge. This encourages self-determination and motivation 

(Bowers et al, 2016). It is important at this point that the facilitator ensures they bring no bias 

to the discussion (McKenna & Kiewa, 2006). The facilitator should also work at guiding the 

discussion (Harbin & Humphrey, 2010). 

 If the correct environment is created it can encourage quiet students to share with the class 

(Bezaire, 2018; Rush, 2017). Bezaire explains that, while the facilitator should be well-prepared 

and even have read the text before class, they should minimise the amount they talk. 

McKenna and Kiewa (2006) advise the use of questions to get the group talking and this can 
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help the teacher to stop and listen. They were also able to show that the choice of story is 

important. If a moral story is used and the discussion managed well, it can lead to an increase 

in the moral literacy of the students. Finally, McKenna and Kiewa (2006) explain the need to 

encourage active readers and thus approach the development of knowledge and awareness as 

constructivist, rather than expect leaders to purely be passive in their analysis of the text. 

 The literature informs us that the art of storytelling has evolved over thousands of years to be 

similar all over the world, with a common goal of developing an interest in those that hear the 

story. This has been shown to help with retention. This structure, comprising a call to 

adventure, a test, and a return, put simply, is still common today and one that should be 

emulated. Humans respond well to this throughline and are often “sucked in,” promoting 

engagement, inquisitiveness and thus physiological response and growth as a leader. 

The mentor needs to facilitate an environment based on a plausible story, aim to talk as little 

as possible, encourage everyone to voice their opinions and ask questions. “Wrap your vision 

in a story that fires the imagination and stirs the soul,” Monarth (2014). 

Research Context 

The King’s School is an independent Anglican boys school located in Sydney, Australia. The 

participants for this research were my Year 11 tutor group of fourteen students from Broughton 

Forrest Boarding House. During the time of this research, these young men were in the 

process of moving from Year 11 into Year 12 and thus becoming the senior leaders of the house. 

Being my tutor group allowed for convenient, regular and informal contact.  

King’s students meet for 25 minutes three times a fortnight for tutor meetings, one of which is 

a meeting assigned to leadership development. The intervention in this research study gave 

the students the ability to select leaders and stories which resonated with them and they were 

then able to reflect, share and model the diverse styles of these example leaders. 

The process of the action research was explained to the boys and the housemaster, who all 

supported and agreed to being involved. Involvement was not compulsory. A letter was sent to 

parents explaining the research proposal and seeking permission. Each student was assigned a 

pseudonym and all names were removed from the report.  

The Action 

As suggested in the literature, the action investigated was the use of stories as a mechanism to 

help boys engage and relate to significant leaders and their leadership styles, with the aim of 

increasing the boys’ understanding of leadership. It was also hoped that studying these stories 
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might further develop the boys’ desire to make strong contributions to the legacy of their 

boarding house. Extracts from the following books on leadership were used as a stimulus for 

discussion in tutor meetings: 

● Leading at the Edge: Shackleton’s Antarctic Expedition, D. N. T. Perkins 

● Leaders Eat Last, Simon Sinek 

● The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership, John C Maxwell 

● Here it is, Paul Roos 

● Emotional Intelligence, Daniel Goleman 

Several Visible Thinking routines were used to structure the tutor meetings, including, 

Sentence–Phrase–Word, 8 to 1, “I used to think” and group reflections. As a group, we also had 

several tutor meetings in which we reflected on the group’s observations of other younger 

boys within the house and they interacted with them as leaders. We also discussed what they 

had found challenging, what had been successful, and how they felt they had developed as 

leaders over the research period. 

Data Analysis 

I chose to collect qualitative data during this study in order to answer the research question 

and gain an understanding of how the boys’ knowledge, notions, and intended mechanisms of 

leadership broadened through the study of brave and faithful leaders of the past and present 

in adventurous conditions. Qualitative data collection allowed the boys’ voices to be heard. 

The boys in my tutor group each wrote a speech at the start and end of the project on, “What 

is leadership and why is it important to Broughton Forrest (our boarding house).” This formed 

the pre- and post-action data set along with notes collected during tutor group discussions 

throughout the action. These three data collection points allowed for insight into any 

potential shift in the leadership paradigm of the students throughout the action, and also 

allowed for polyangulation to help validate the data. The boys’ speeches were then coded and 

categorised, which allowed me to examine if any shift in their notions of leadership had 

occurred over the course of the project.  

Discussion of Results 

Several elements of leadership emerged from the analysis of data in the form of the language 

used around the notion of leadership and the desired leadership styles of the boys. The 

importance of these elements as crucial characteristics of successful leaders is supported by 



8 

the likes of Covey (1998), Maxwell (2007) and Sinek (2014). The four key elements of effective 

leadership that emerged from the data were: 

● Authoritarian versus relational leadership 

● Awareness of self versus others 

● Leading by example 

● Outcome-focussed versus process-focussed leadership  

Authoritarian Versus Relational Leadership 

Initially, the young leaders had a strong mindset regarding the need to impose their ideas and 

“plans” onto the group. Student D explained, “They [leaders] set direction, build an inspiring 

vision, and create something new.” This suggested a desire to set the tone and action points 

for the group, thus reflecting a strong authoritarian style leadership. Similarly, Student B 

suggested, “Young men in these positions [of leadership] work to maintain the renowned 

traditions of the school,” which also indicated an inclination to control the direction of the 

group rather than encouraging any buy-in and ownership from its members. These statements 

exemplify the group’s initial orientation towards authoritarian leadership. 

During a tutor group discussion later in the process, several boys commented on how they, as 

the leaders, had spent more time with the younger students, thus being more present and 

resulting in stronger relationships with the other students. They were just “better blokes.” This 

demonstrates how the paradigm of the group started to shift towards encouraging more 

ownership and buy-in from the students with whom they were working. For example, Student 

E suggested, “Being a leader does not empower you to tell people what to do, but to show 

them how to achieve.” Student A also experienced somewhat of a shift, saying, “Leaders 

inspire people through a shared vision and create an environment where people feel valued 

and fulfilled.” It is important to note, that while not all students experienced this shift, the 

majority of boys were aligned more towards the authoritarian paradigm initially, while later in 

the project the group as a whole were more eager to form relationships and encourage others. 

As one student summarised, he wished to “take care of younger students and make friends 

with them.” 

Awareness of Self Versus Focus on Others 

At the initial data collection stage, a significant focus for the young leaders was on the 

behaviour of the individuals they were planning to lead; that is, they were focussed on others. 

The language and mindset was that the younger students needed to be corrected and improve 
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their behaviour and engagement. When asked why leaders are important, Student B replied, 

“By working to improve areas that they [the leader] believe needs attention.” Another young 

leader suggested that good leaders were effective at the “moulding of individuals.” 

The boys as a group were primarily focussed on the behaviour of their charges, rather than 

adopting a more reflective mindset and focussing on their own behaviour and manner. This 

was not the case for all the students, but as a group they were more inclined to lay blame with 

the younger students.  

 Self-awareness is an important characteristic of successful leaders. The mixed notions within 

the group at the start of the action were evident in the first data set in which two students 

made comments from either side of the dichotomy. One student suggested, “Leaders need to 

provide their followers/team with the knowledge and tools required,” thus indicating a plan to 

fill the younger students with the required information and being focussed on others. 

However, at the same point in time, another student showed his strong emotional 

intelligence, and thus self-awareness, with, “Understanding one’s own strengths and 

weaknesses allows one to make sound decisions in moments of stress and surround 

themselves with the right people so that when the leader may be unsure, they can always rely 

on their subordinates for helpful and actionable advice.”  

Towards the end of the action, the young leaders as a group began to have a greater focus on 

themselves and the way they lead and interact. Student C emphasised this when explaining 

how he wished to lead, saying that he would like to “lead by example and know [my] strengths 

and weaknesses.” One student went so far as to use an example of a leader with a poor moral 

compass who was still “effective” in that he was able to somehow galvanize his followers. As 

Maxwell (2007) noted, “People don’t follow worthy causes, they follow worthy people” (p.89). 

 During the group discussion at the end of the action, one of the young leaders reflected on 

the group’s impact and suggested, “We are just good blokes and we spent time with them.” 

This reinforced the idea that they understood that their own behaviour helped build a 

relationship and buy-in from the younger boys. This allowed for greater influence as a leader. 

These comments show how, throughout the action, the young leaders became more attuned 

to the need for a leader to be self-aware. 

 Leading by example 

The pre-action data demonstrated the boys’ strong desire to lead by example, which is a key 

element of the leadership program at The King’s School. As explained by Student C, leaders 

must “lead by example [through] displays of integrity and provide a role model.” Most boys 
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raised this during the initial stages of the action and it did not appear to develop because of 

the action. This may be due to the pre-existing emphasis on leading by example at King’s.  

 Some observations would suggest that the students did not always fulfil their desire to lead by 

example and this may be an area that needs further development. The boys did not appear to 

demonstrate an understanding of what leading by example might actually look like and how 

to be consistent in following through with it. For example, the leaders were often observed 

reminding younger boys to complete small jobs and tidy up areas, without themselves being 

willing to join them in the task. The boarding house has a kitchen, where the boys are 

expected to place dirty cups in the dishwasher, and older leaders still occasionally leave cups 

on the bench in expectation that someone else would clean up after them. This approach does 

not reflect leading by example.  

Outcome-focussed Versus Process-Focussed Leadership  

Maxwell (2007) explains the need to be focussed on the processes of leadership and to then 

allow the outcomes to take care of themselves. He articulates this as, “Leaders add value by 

serving others.” (p. 54) He goes on to explain how the co-founder of Costco, Jim Sinegal, knew 

everyone’s name and even travelled across America to visit a sick manager. Sinegal focussed 

on the process of caring about his employees and genuinely knowing them. Costco employees 

are paid on average 42% above the industry standard and it has by far the lowest employee 

turnover in retail. These actions by Sinegal are processes that he concentrates on to build a 

strong base of character. The leading takes place once his employees have bought into him as 

a person; that is, they have committed to his leadership. 

 It is interesting to contrast Senegal’s style of leadership with how the boys were very much 

focussed on the behavioural outcomes of the younger students. For example, Student D said 

leaders “set direction ... use management skills to guide their people ... [and] create new 

patterns of thinking.” Student A suggested students need to “take charge of a group” and 

“create and articulate a clear vision.” These are descriptions of events or policies which a 

leader may implement, but do not explain the processes that the leader may use to generate 

these desired outcomes.  

 There was very little shift in most of the boys’ attitudes to working to create buy-in 

throughout the project, as demonstrated in the later data collection. When asked to reflect on 

their experiences in our last discussion, Student G suggested, “We want more respect.” He was 

focussing on the outcome of respect and not the actions which would build towards more 

respect from his chargers. He went on to reinforce his opinion by explaining that the best part 
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of the last 6 months as a leader in the house had been the “privileges.” However, Student E 

showed interest in working to build a strong base through a process of fostering relationships. 

He explained that a leader needs to “have the sense of caring and sympathy [which] is also 

crucial for being a leader.” He went on to say that leaders, “take care of younger students and 

make friends with them [and this] is the goal of this community.”  

Conclusion 

The boys’ notions of leadership, their knowledge, and desired styles, did broaden during the 

action by becoming more relational and they became more self-aware as leaders. However, 

there was less evidence of the boys enacting leadership by example, although this was already 

at a satisfactory level at the start of the program. The boys’ focus on being process-driven, 

which started from a low base, did not show any improvement either. I feel there is potential 

for more mentoring to convert good intentions into action in regard to these later two 

elements. These elements may cross over somewhat, in that leading by example is a process. 

 The findings highlight valuable insight into how students see leadership, what they see as a 

good leader, and how to best develop as a leader. Their reflection and discussions 

demonstrated a keenness, honesty, and accuracy in how the boys viewed themselves, thus 

making this a valuable exercise in itself.  

 The success of this study will support and inform a whole school review and rollout of our 

leadership program. The desired framework and resourcing of this program will be based on 

stories of leaders of the past and modelling behaviour on them. The use of speeches and tutor 

group reflections will also be considered as an important element in a whole school approach 

to leadership.  

 The pre-action data process provided a useful tool in the identification of how the young 

leaders were inclined to lead. This presents a mechanism to identify areas where they may 

need guidance and development. Further research opportunities exist around how young 

leaders may become more aware of the need for, and effective in, the action of being more 

process-driven. This might be achieved by encouraging them to focus on small achievable 

goals and working to establish strong relationships across the year groups.  
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Reflection Statement 

The process of this action research was rewarding and insightful. There is often an expectation 

that leadership is a natural ability which an individual either does or does not have. However, 

this process gave young leaders an opportunity to reflect on their own leadership style, which 

encouraged a realisation that leadership is not fixed but rather something that can be focussed 

on and improved. 

I enjoyed the opportunity to investigate and provide qualitative evidence for something in 

which I had believed to be effective, but had only been able to support anecdotally. Whilst, the 

young men also enjoyed the opportunity to discuss leadership, reflect on their own journey 

and realise the growth in their character and maturity. 

My first learning experience came at the initial data collection stage at which point I realised 

how important it is to assess the leadership mindset and intention of a group as they 

commence their journey. Even when no intervention is planned, a baseline understanding is 

powerful tool when mentoring and steering a group to be balanced in their leadership and 

focused on their own behaviours.  

It became evident that the students were honest and inquisitive about leadership, with a 

strong willingness to improve in their relationships and thus effectiveness. As keen as these 

young men were, they found leading by example difficult. This domain had the greatest 

disparity between what they desired in their leadership and actuality. It also became evident 

that authoritarian style is a common default paradigm for young people. This presents an 

interesting area for further investigation: that is, with confidence how do leaders nature styles 

shift. 

I would like to thank Di Laycock my mentor and supervisor at The King’s School. Di sets high 

standards in a calm and professional manner, and her knowledge and experience has been a 

great motivation for me. Janet Lien has led our team diligently and enthusiastically from the 

outset and paved the way for many of our group to build the confidence and skills to complete 

what felt like a massive task. Janet was able to patiently guide me in completing each task to a 

high standard, resulting in final project. Thank you, Di and Janet.  

I have truly valued to the time Team Janet spent together and I have taken gems of insight 

from all of you and your projects since we first started to brainstorm on the Gold Coast. It has 

been great to have sounding board to bounce ideas off over and plan our projects together.  
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The action research process has left me excited and enthusiastic about implementing a similar 

program on a wide, whole school scale. I found the process affirming in what I had intuitively 

believe would help young men develop in their leadership behaviour. I do find myself being 

impatient, however, in a desire to roll out a program to a wider audience. With patience 

comes a more through and complimentary program.  

My action research project was a relatively smooth process, however, it would have been nice 

to have longer than 20 minutes in each session, this being restricted by the timetable. It would 

also have been beneficial to have run the program for a full 12-month period. As an educator, it 

is often very tempting to rush in and give our students our perceived solutions without letting 

them fail and then struggle to discover an individual and personal solution themselves. It can 

be a powerful process to allow students to try and possibly fail, and then help guide and coach 

them on how they might develop in their approach. This takes more time but can result in a 

deeper and longer lasting impact of a student.  

“Fortiter et Fideliter” 
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