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Foreword

Young people today, particularly those from underserved communities, 
are faced with numerous personal, social, economic, and academic chal-
lenges that leave many extremely vulnerable to multiple high-risk behav-
iors and school failures. With drug use, illegitimate births, violent crimes, 
and gang involvement among teenagers all on the rise, it is not surprising 
that youth development initiatives have become the major focus of many 
philanthropic organizations. What can be done? Well, one possibility is 
the widely held belief that positive sport experiences can help youth 
develop self-confidence and valuable life skills that enhance their cap-
acity to handle the pressures and temptations that they face as teenagers 
today. Sport participation may also foster the leadership qualities that 
could enable young people to be active role models to others.

Nonetheless, based solely on the headlines of many sport pages today, 
one could easily ask the question, does sport build character or does it 
create character disorders? The easy answer to this complicated question 
is, it depends. So while most parents, recreation leaders, youth sport 
coaches, and physical educators espouse the value of sport and physical 
activity in teaching life skills to youth, research shows that none of the 
“lessons” learned on the playing field will transfer to the classroom or 
the boardroom unless youth are in the right context for growth.

For several decades, Tom Martinek and Don Hellison have modeled 
how to create the optimal context for fostering positive youth develop-
ment. Imagine an environment that is fun, engaging, and challenging, 
but also one that has clear rules, requires personal responsibility, and 
demands that participants show respect for themselves and others. 
Imagine a process in which young people are treated with respect, 
empowered, and encouraged to excel. Imagine a learning strategy that is 
based on reflection and self-discovery. Now, imagine that all of this is 
happening with the support, encouragement, challenge that comes from 
having a quality relationship with caring adult mentors, and you begin to 
get a glimpse of why Tom and Don have been so instrumental in trans-
forming the lives of countless, so called “at risk” youngsters.
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xii    Foreword

On the basis of Don’s Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility 
Model (TPSR), this book provides a wealth of information on how to 
develop and implement a leadership and life skills program for youth. 
You will not only learn the basics of TPSR, but you will also gain an 
understanding of how to overcome the various practical, logistical, and 
environmental challenges you are likely to face.

Beyond the knowledge and practical wisdom shared in this book, I 
hope that readers will be able to gain some insight into the humanism 
that characterizes Tom and Don, and their interactions with program 
participants. The new buzz word in positive youth development is mat-
tering. The notion is that if young people believe that they matter, they 
will most likely invest the time and effort required to be successful in the 
selected activity and in life in general. Tom and Don help kids believe that 
they matter. People who are fortunate enough to interact with them 
undoubtedly walk away feeling understood, respected, and valued. Their 
positive and hopeful attitudes, and their genuine concern for the needs, 
well-being, and interests of their participants comes across in the quality 
of the relationships that they establish. After reading this book, I am con-
fident that you will have a better understanding of how you can help 
young people believe that they really do matter.

Al Petitpas
Springfield College
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Preface: Youth Leadership through 
Sport and Physical Education

During our fifty years plus of working in school and community pro-
grams we have tried to better understand how character is shaped in 
children and youth who have been marginalized both socially and 
economically. Armed with a common set of responsibility values, we 
have used physical activity to help kids take responsibility for their own 
well being and the well-being of others. The genesis of our approach to 
leadership development originates from the second author’s (Don) 
Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility (TPSR) model (Hellison, 
1995, 2003). TPSR through physical activity is based on strong 
 instructor-participant relationships. These relationships are closely tied 
to a specific set of guidelines, eventual power-sharing, and individual 
and group reflection. The model provides a set of values that can be fos-
tered through designed physical activity experiences. One of these values, 
leading and helping others (Hellison, 2003, pp. 33–34) provided a jump-
ing off point for writing this book.

Our youth development work, which continues today, has given us 
ample moments of discovery about the capabilities and fallibilities of 
underserved youth (i.e., at-risk, troubled, drop-out bound kids). We have 
written, recalled, and shared with others the things we see, hear, and feel. 
From the very moment kids walk through the gym doorway we have 
tried to capture bits and pieces of evidence that help us do better work 
and improve it as we reflect on it. But what have really grabbed our atten-
tion are those moments, even the fleeting ones that unveil the capacity of 
adolescent youth to impact the lives of others.

For us, seeing kids lead and help others elevates resilience (i.e., the 
ability to bounce) to another level. The importance of all this is to recog-
nize that youth leadership development furthers the acquisition of posi-
tive healthy and risk reducing behaviors. In other words, when young 
people serve as leaders—good things happen. Risk factors are reduced 
and protective factors such as social competence and confidence emerge. 
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xiv    Preface

That’s why leadership development should be an important consideration 
of any program or organization that is serving adolescents.

Youth Leadership in Sport and Physical Education is for adult leaders 
who want to pursue similar goals in youth development programming. 
The term “adult leaders” refers to individuals who work with youths in 
recreation programs, YMCAs, YWCAs, Boys and Girls Clubs, church 
programs, and various after-school enrichment programs. Adult leaders 
also include teachers and/or coaches in school physical education or ath-
letic programs, and university faculty. We recognize that the contexts in 
which adult leaders work are quite different from one another. 
Consequently, we present our ideas about youth leadership development 
in ways that can be used in a variety of settings. We also wanted the 
words and ideas of this book to relate directly to you. In other words, we 
want you to be in the same room with us. To do this we use the “the first 
person” (e.g., “you” and “we”) throughout most of the book.

Although we will address you the reader as if you are interested in 
starting a sport-based leadership program, we realize that people may 
pick up this book for a variety of reasons, not all of which involve profes-
sional development. Some of you may be teachers, coaches, or youth 
workers, but others may be university professors interested in sharing 
this information with your students and still others may just be interested 
in learning more about using sport to teach leadership. So if you are not 
directly involved with kids who may gain from having a leadership pro-
gram, don’t stop reading because our writing style assumes that you are. 
Just ignore the “in your program” wording and read on.

More importantly, this is a book for those who view all kids as poten-
tial leaders and helpers. It is a book for those who see leadership as a way 
of promoting positive attitudes and respect as it is about achieving suc-
cess. And, it is a book for those who envision leadership as a way of serv-
ing the needs of others, changing the setting where leadership is prioritized, 
and making a moral difference in the lives of others.

Our years of work with underserved kids and professionals who serve 
them have given us ideas about what works best with most kids. These 
ideas are just ideas . . . nothing more. They are presented for you in a still-
evolving developmental framework. The framework is designed to help 
stimulate action for program development as well as continual self-reflec-
tion and evaluation.

At the same time, we are aware of the multitude of legitimate ways of 
understanding and teaching youth leadership. More specifically, various 
leaders design different programs using different models and pedagogies. 
For example, there is Charlie Tribe’s (2008) youth leadership program, 
Sports 37, where training for Chicago’s inner-city youths is provided so 
they can teach and coach younger kids in the Park District’s summer sport 
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Preface    xv

programs. Kids also get certified to, for example, referee youth  soccer games 
or be a lifeguard which turn into paid positions during the summer.

In New Zealand, Murray Turner (2007), has developed a specialized 
leadership program in his high school physical education classes. A lead-
ership project is assigned to each student so they can independently 
ex perience what its like to develop and lead a specific program for kids.

Another leadership program headed by Aaron Dworkin (Berlin et al., 
2007) is called the Hoops and Leader Basketball Camp. By leveraging the 
game of basketball, New York City’s urban youth are taught leadership 
skills through careful mentoring and exposed to different educational 
and career opportunities. Finally, there is the Project Coach Program 
(Intractor & Siegel, 2008) that utilizes the resources of a college and four 
core youth development concepts to provide a cross-age leadership sports 
program for underserved kids.

While the above examples illustrate a variety of ways by which youth 
leadership programs function, two important qualities need to be present 
for any program to take hold (Klau, Boyd, & Luckow, 2006). First, the 
program plan must be clear about the model of leadership (set of values) 
it holds at its core. Adult leaders often speak of leadership as a program 
outcome, but do not have a conceptualization of leadership nor a process 
for this to occur.

Second, adult leaders must insure that the core model of leadership is 
aligned with the pedagogies used to teach it. In other words, the teaching 
strategies and values of the model must be integrated rather than taught 
separately.

We provide real life examples to clarify the various ideas for starting 
and maintaining a youth leadership program. The book is divided into 
four main parts. The first part, What’s Worth Doing, includes three 
chapters. The first chapter emphasizes the importance of having adoles-
cents viewed as leaders. We describe our view of leadership including 
basic assumptions that underlie leadership development. Our own per-
sonal histories of youth development are also profiled so you will get a 
sense of where our ideas and values come from.

The second chapter describes the field of youth development and its 
relationship to professional development, sport, and youth leadership. 
The emergence of youth development as a close affiliate of professional 
practice is underscored in this chapter. Thus, sport activities for develop-
ing leadership skills in youth become especially relevant.

The third chapter illustrates how the spirit of social justice and citizen-
ship become intertwined in responsibility-based youth leadership pro-
gramming. The use of TPSR values is foundational in upholding the right 
of young people to experience and apply the concepts of power sharing, 
inclusion, fairness, and other basic human rights. Examples of how youth 
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have been advocates for social justice and active participants in small and 
large types of social reform are cited in this chapter.

Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 make up the second part of the book: Stages 
of Youth Leadership. An overview of developmental stages of leadership 
is presented in the fourth chapter. The stages of leadership development 
are introduced as a way of viewing and assessing progression. They are: 
Stage One: Learning to Take Responsibility, Stage Two: Leadership 
Awareness, Stage Three: Cross-age Leadership, and Stage Four: Self-
actualized Leadership. Basic requirements called “themes” are also 
offered. The themes are the ingredients for insuring the adolescent’s 
advancement through the stages of development. The themes, power-
sharing, self- reflection, relationships, transfer, and integration help to 
maintain consistency across the leadership experiences.1 That is, they 
should be threaded through your leadership program. The specific stages 
of leadership development are then described in each of the following 
four chapters. Strategies for enhancing leadership within each stage are 
described with examples of how they work.

Chapters 9, 10, and 11 make up the third part, Making Leadership 
Work. Developing relationships between you and the youth leaders is 
essential to all that you attempt within each stage of development. Of the 
five themes earlier listed, the relationship one is the most important. That 
is why we devote an entire chapter to it (chapter 9). No matter what the 
intent of your leadership programming is, failing to connect to the lead-
ers and all those with whom you work will render your program medi-
ocre at best!

Our chapter 10 describes ways to problem solve through the chal-
lenges that lie ahead in programming planning and implementation. 
These challenges vary according to context, support, and feelings of 
uncertainty. Consequently, knowing how to address each one given your 
circumstance will be vital for success.

The eleventh chapter broadens the context in which youth leadership 
programs can take place. This chapter specifically focuses on in-school 
leadership programs. Both national and international school programs 
are described. Issues facing physical education programs in promoting 
youth leadership qualities are presented. School size and program goals, 
that is, TPSR values, are also considered in school-based programming.

Chapters 12, 13, 14, and epilogue make up the last part of the book: 
Is It Working? In chapter 12 we give examples of ways to assess your 
leadership programs. We have found that there is no single approach to 
evaluating the dynamics of leadership development. Some ways work 
better than others and both of us are fully aware that evaluating youth 
leader programs will be done with “cautious” interpretation.

xvi    Preface
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Chapter 13 explores the studies that have examined various aspects of 
TPSR sport and leadership programs. Multiple data sources and methods 
are described with each serving its own purpose for examining nuances 
and impact of leadership programming.

The fourteenth chapter and epilogue will help you get started and help 
you reflect on your readiness to begin your own leadership program. 
Both will provide thoughts about the personal requirements needed to 
organize and implement the type of leadership program we have talked 
about throughout the book.

Our hope is that this book will further heighten your interest and will 
to help youth become key players to community enrichment and good-
will. Whether you are a teacher, coach, counselor, and someone who 
works in youth agencies, you will acquire a sense of purpose from read-
ing this book. That purpose is to help youth discover the wonderful leg-
acies they can leave at the doorstep of their families, school, and 
communities. Our intent is to equip you with a set of ideas that will help 
you guide young people through this journey of discovery. In the end 
helping them develop their leadership potential helps us all.

Tom & Don

Note

1. Four of the five themes have been borrowed from Hellison’s Teaching respon-
sibility through physical activity. They are both appropriate and useful in helping 
to architect strategies for moving adolescents along the three stages of leadership 
development.

Preface    xvii
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1

Developing Youth into Leaders through Sport 
and Physical Education

Bloom where you are planted.

—Nancy Reader Campion

During our work with the Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility 
(TPSR) model in school and community sport programs we constantly 
see evidence of how young people can become leaders in large and small 
ways. We have come to believe all adolescents have leadership poten-
tial when given opportunity and guidance. This belief is bolstered by 
a wider vision of leadership that reaches beyond the traditional “top-
down” view held by many. Personal and social responsibility with a 
particular focus on caring and compassion for others become the cor-
nerstones of the type of leadership we are talking about. Inspired by 
Walter Percy’s phrase “we hand one another along” (Coles, 2000) we 
further see our approach to leadership as having an important pay back. 
It is capable of empowering others to be leaders in their own commu-
nity (e.g., neighborhood, home, schools, recreation centers, churches, 
etc.). Involvement in a school’s service learning project, volunteering for 
a community enrichment project, coaching a youth sport team, helping 
out at a local Boys and Girls Club, or simply being a good parent are 
just a few of the ways by which this pay back can be realized.

While our kids have assumed some leadership roles, those they have 
taken are often negative ones (i.e., bullying others, leading in a gang, 
controlling classroom climate). This is because these same kids have 
had few, if any, opportunities to act as positive leaders during their 
lifetime. This lack of opportunities is especially true in their schools. 
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4    Youth Leadership in Sport

Positive leadership is only offered to a few select students because 
of their popularity and/or certain personal attributes (i.e., inspira-
tional, organized, intelligent, charismatic, assertive, confident). In 
other words, most schools seem to draw the line rather than open up 
possibilities for our kids, thus making their vision of leadership quite 
limited. In fact, many teachers and administrators insist that they are 
inherently incompetent and irresponsible. Former New York City’s 
Bard College president Leon Botstein (Epstein, 2007) (and both of us) 
think differently. He contends that teens can be more capable than 
many adults in assuming higher levels of responsibility (i.e., leader-
ship roles). In actuality, he argues that even the neediest young person 
requires more responsibility, not less!

Our View of Youth Leadership

The question is, then, how can all adolescents be helped to become 
aware of their leadership skills? Kouzes and Pouzner (1987) claim that 
opportunities to lead can be categorized in three ways: trial and error, 
people, and education. Trial and error means learning by doing. Being a 
school club officer, captain of a team, or an active participant in a com-
munity service program are examples of positions in which youngsters 
can learn by doing. People can also be instrumental in forming leader-
ship skills. Coaches, teachers, counselors, and parents provide feedback 
and guidance in the learning process. They also become role models.

Structured leadership education represents the third way to learn 
about being a leader. Our approach is a combination of all three. 
While some structure is necessary, there needs to be room for trying 
out new ideas as well as positive role modeling by adult leaders.

One of our goals for this book is to present an alternative concep-
tion of leadership that includes helping others as one of its priorities. 
The youth leaders we are talking about are those who displace urges 
of self-indulgence with spirited service to others. Our approach to 
leadership, therefore, links responsibility and service to others as its 
cornerstones (Libby, Sedonaen, & Bliss, 2006). For us, it is the type 
of leadership that helps others confront the social and physical chal-
lenges found in neighborhood sport clubs, homes, soup kitchens, ath-
letic fields, churches, and, yes, even schools.

We also are fully aware of the many challenges kids face in becom-
ing caring and compassionate leaders. Youngsters who confront social 
and economic neglect and an educational system that marginalizes 
them in many ways find it especially difficult. Therefore, another 
major goal we have is to show how you can equip youngsters with 
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Developing Youth into Leaders    5

a set of skills and attitudes that can be learned and practiced in a 
variety of life situations. By reading this book, you will have, at hand, 
a set of ideas that can enable you to help adolescents arrive at the 
realization that they can truly impact the lives of others. But the ideas 
themselves will not automatically transform kids into leaders. Rather, 
their successful application will be dependent on the degree to which 
you embrace a broader inclusive view of leadership as well as your 
relational and teaching skills.

Sources of Our Ideas

Where do our ideas come from? Many of them come from our values 
as well as personal experiences and related insights as teachers in youth 
sport programs. Over the years these programs have provided values-
based instruction for hundreds of underserved children and youth.

One program headed by Tom operates at the University of North 
Carolina at Greensboro (UNCG). The other is headed by Don at the 
University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC). The program at UNCG is 
called the Youth Leader Corps program and has been operating for 
ten years. The one at UIC is called the Urban Youth Leader Project 
and has been running for seventeen years. Both programs provide 
opportunities for participants to develop leadership skills by teaching 
sport and life skills to younger kids from various community agencies 
and programs (e.g., Boys and Girls Club, Head Start, National Youth 
Sport Program). Many youth leaders attend one of the local schools, 
while some are either in alternative schools or pursuing a Graduate 
Education Development Certificate (GED). And, there are a few who 
have dropped out of school because of pregnancy or incarceration, 
but still attend (or come back to) the leadership programs.

All our youth leaders have previously participated in a sport club, 
not as leaders but as participants (i.e., club members). The “club” con-
cept is emphasized at all times to the students so they feel that they 
have “ownership” in the program. Don’s has two clubs called the 
“Coaching Club” and “Martial Arts Leadership Club.” Tom’s is called 
“Project Effort Sport Club.” All clubs allow students to participate in 
physical activity experiences that foster personal and social responsi-
bility. The club experiences also wean kids into more  responsible lead-
ership roles—something that will be addressed later in this book.

Our clubs are based on the goals of teaching personal and social 
responsibility through physical activity shown in table 1.1. The five 
student goals listed in table 1.1 are a loose progression of responsibil-
ities that lead up to the goal of helping and leading others. To truly be 
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6    Youth Leadership in Sport

a leader-as-role-model, students must first be able to respect the rights 
and feelings of others, cooperate and show effort, and engage in self-
directed activities such as goal-setting. Instructional processes nec-
essary to facilitate goal attainment include gradual power-sharing, 
group- and self-reflection, and most importantly, the development of 
positive and supportive relationships with each student.

Table 1.1 Personal and social responsibility levels

Level One: Respecting for the rights and feelings of others
 • Self-control
 • The right to peaceful resolution
 • The right to be included

Level Two: Participation and effort
 • Self-motivation
 • Exploration of effort and new tasks
 • Courage to persist when the going gets tough

Level Three: Self-direction
 • On-task independence
 • Goal-setting progression
 • Courage to resist peer pressure

Level Four: Helping and leading others
 • Caring and compassion
 • Sensitivity and responsiveness
 • Inner strength

Level Five: Outside the gym
 • Trying the above levels in others areas of life
 • Being a role model

Table 1.2 Club program format

Part of Lesson What goes on

1. Relational time: Counseling and relational time while kids work on 
their own or with another club member

2. Awareness talk: Awareness talk to open lesson. Teacher reminds 
 students of their goals with student participation

3. Physical activity lesson: Teacher integrates student goals into the lesson & 
problem-solves as needed

4. Group meeting: Teacher listens to students’ positive & negative 
 comments about the lesson, as well as suggestions to 
improve the lesson

5. Self-reflection time: Students self-evaluate how well they carried out 
their goals, including “Outside the gym”

9780230612365ts02.indd   69780230612365ts02.indd   6 8/5/2009   6:34:26 PM8/5/2009   6:34:26 PM



Developing Youth into Leaders    7

A program format, shown in table 1.2, builds these processes into 
the daily program. Implementing these goals, processes, and format 
gradually creates a unique climate where students can “let their guard 
down,” explore new activities and experiences, and learn to relate 
positively to each other.

Youth Leadership Issues

According to Klau and his associates (Klau, Boyd, & Luckow, 2006), 
youth leadership in youth development “remains largely unex-
plored” (p. 3), despite the growing number of programs that claim 
to teach youth leadership. They suggest several issues that need to 
be addressed to advance the development of youth leadership. Our 
lengthy  experiences with youth leadership have shaped our responses 
to these issues, and are shown in italics following each of the issues:

The relation of youth leadership to social justice (see chapter 3). • Our 
goal is to help kids become caring and compassionate leaders which, at 
its best, promotes a climate of equity, fairness, and support for those 
who need an extra boost.
“Inside versus outside leadership” (p. 4). • We focus on developing lead-
ers inside our youth programs with a specific goal of transfer to other 
settings.
Leadership that designates an authority versus leadership for everyone, • 
and its corollary, leadership for all versus leadership for the select few. 
Our version of leadership can be acquired by all.
Youth as future leaders versus youth as leaders now.•  We begin work on 
kids becoming leaders when kids first walk in the door (as early as 
fourth grade).
“The challenge of youth-adult partnerships in leadership education” • 
(p. 5). We view all youth work as primarily relational. Without strong 
relationships with youth, nothing works well.
What model of youth leadership promotes a sense of community, and • 
do instructional strategies reflect this model? These last two questions 
are at the heart of this book, so read on!

Why We Believe It’s Important to 
Develop Kids as Leaders

We decided to write this book for one simple reason. We wanted 
to explain to others our philosophy and practices of working with 
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adolescent youth and we wanted to do this in a way that readers could 
understand how to encourage youth to view themselves as resources 
for others and their community. Schools, and even some well- intended 
community programs, often sidestep opportunities to provide all kids 
those opportunities to be socially responsible for the welfare and 
development of others.

For adolescent underserved youth, this lack of leadership develop-
ment is an especially critical omission. Most are on a “cultural shop-
ping trip” trying to figure where they belong within the mainstream 
of school. Diane Ackerman (1996) reminds us that for underserved 
kids there is a “slender thread” between kids’ realization and loss 
of self-worth. Our ideas in this book attempt to help adult program 
leaders alter adolescents’ perspective. That is, replacing their tunnel 
vision with a more expanded view of their strengths. The inclusion of 
leadership experiences can create more social space (Halpern, 2003) 
to explore and discover those assets that will eventually benefit others 
and the community.

The Role of Physical Activity in 
Leadership Development

Youth leadership programs have gained national attention in recent 
years. In fact, a recent issue of New Directions for Youth Development 
was devoted to the topic (Klau, Boyd, & Luckow, 2006). Leadership 
programs have been inherently multifaceted and complex employing 
different models and pedagogies. Many of the pedagogies include activ-
ities such as workbook exercises, group discussion, role playing, and 
group problem solving. Although these experiences have merit, few, if 
any, exploit physical activity as means for teaching leadership skills.

We see physical activity-based programs as having enormous poten-
tial in creating leadership skills. One reason for this is that  physical 
activity is highly interactive. Its context creates many “natural” 
opportunities for youth to explore both one-and-one and group-lead 
leadership exploration. Physical activity also challenges young leaders 
to respond to spontaneous circumstances that may arise. In a basket-
ball game, for example, these “leadership moments” might require 
defusing an argument over a call, enforcing certain rules for his or 
her team members (e.g., no trash talk), or making sure that no one 
is excluded from touching the ball. And, many of these “moments” 
can ignite moral introspection and action by the youth leader. They 
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provide ample opportunity to bring together the moral meaning of 
that moment during a game and experiences of life itself.

Finally, physical activity is something that kids enjoy whether they 
are participants in a club or leaders. Barton Hirsch’s (2005) research 
of over 300 youth club participants clearly underscores the alluring 
qualities that physical activity has for kids. Comparative data (with 
games, club programs, computers, artistic activities) showed that 
physical activities were the “overwhelming reason” for coming to the 
club settings. Thus, physical activity creates a “comfort zone” which 
better enables them to meet the demands of being a leader. However, 
our approach goes beyond Hirsch’s use of physical activity as a hook 
to entice kids into the program. As stated above we are interested in 
embedding youth leadership principles in physical activity content.

Fortunately, the youth development movement is beginning to 
acknowledge the role of sport as a vehicle for teaching youth devel-
opment principles, as a recent issue of New Directions for Youth 
Development titled “Sports-based Youth Development” (Perkins & 
Menestrel, 2007) attests (see chapter 2). The emergence of sport leader-
ship programs cited in our preface (e.g., Berlin et al., 2007; Intractor & 
Siegel, 2008; Tribe, 2008; Turner, 2007) further  strengthens the case 
for sport-based youth development programs.

Challenges in Becoming Leaders

The TPSR model (see table 1.1) that has guided our physical activ-
ity programs (a.k.a. Sport & Coaching Clubs) has a fourth level—
helping and leading others This level represents a critical threshold 
for becoming socially responsible. Our work (Martinek, Schilling, & 
Hellison, 2006, Hellison & Martinek, 2006a) suggests that adoles-
cents do not all of a sudden become leaders. Rather they go through 
what Jerome Burns (1978) calls a transformational process where 
sensitivity to the needs and values of others begins to grow. That is, 
youth leaders acquire a sense of responsibility to self and others.

Helping others (especially in a compassionate and caring way) has 
many challenges for an adolescent. One challenge is to rebuff peer 
pressure; helping another in a caring and compassionate way is not 
always cool! The norms and values of one’s own peer group and the 
media make it difficult to shed the value of “being tough” for the sake 
of helping someone out. Believing that young people have the poten-
tial for being responsible individuals will be important for helping 
kids meet this challenge.
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Another challenge is not to lead others with an air of superior-
ity. Many kids feel that leading others is a chance to have control 
over  others. After all, this is what they see daily from their teach-
ers, coaches, club leaders, and parents! Unfortunately, such images of 
power are prevalent and rewarded in our society. Since having a sense 
of control is so vital to our kids, it is little wonder as to why many 
choose to lead with arrogance and, sometimes, intimidation.

The third challenge is for adolescents to become intrinsically moti-
vated to help others. Some students take on the leadership role because 
they want to please us (adult leaders) or receive some extrinsic reward 
(e.g., money, food). That’s why stressing responsibility level four is so 
important. Being compassionate and caring leaders must be intrinsically 
motivated—coming from one’s heart. Only those leaders who are sen-
sitive to someone else’s needs can then be responsive to them (Hellison, 
2003). We have found that students who are extrinsically motivated 
will eventually slack off and/or lose the meaning of level four.

 Personal life events represent a final challenge for leaders. Many of 
our leaders have experienced the pain of having family members and/
or friends lost to street violence. Some have been personally victimized 
by abandonment, physical and sexual abuse, pregnancy, and incarcer-
ation. These extreme life events create a circuitous pathway toward 
their development as leaders. But despite all their “ups” and “downs” 
we are often amazed by those who are willing to show up and work 
with other kids. The persistence of those who are able to leave “street 
issues” outside the gym door reminds us of their  incredible humanity 
and desire to help others.

Leadership Programming—Is This for Me?

Teaching young people to be caring and compassionate leaders will 
require more than mere interest. Obstacles and self doubt will creep 
in when pushing kids to assume leadership roles. New capacities 
will be needed. Special conditions for programs and youth-adult and 
youth-youth interactions will be needed. The remainder of this book 
provides details.

When we started our leadership programs we confronted daunting 
questions. For example:

could we personally deal with kids who didn’t show up?• 
could we cope with the leaders’ good and bad days?• 
how much nudging would it take to get certain kids to step up?• 
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how far do you go with a leader’s indifference and lack of responsibility • 
to the leadership role . . . that is, when do you tell him or her that it’s time 
to go?

Quincy Howe, who taught in a residential center for abandoned youth, 
claims that cultivating purpose in kids requires a careful examination 
of one’s own human qualities (Howe, 1991). By critically examining 
our values, beliefs, and commitment we found that we could better 
confront the challenges that hinder progress in our work. Therefore, 
careful examination of your personal values is a must before trying 
to get adolescent youth to become caring and compassionate leaders. 
An important first step in creating a leadership program like the one 
we will be presenting in this book is to first examine your own values 
about working with kids. Here are three important beliefs about kids 
that you need to have before starting.

Kids are capable of leading. If we assume that only certain students 
can be leaders, that is, we believe that leaders are born, not made, 
there is little use for a leadership programming. At the same time, we 
know kids will vary in their underlying values about helping others—
life experiences will do that. Some will have a sense of helping others 
because it is the right thing to do. Others may eventually readjust 
their negative attitudes if given the leadership experience with feed-
back and counseling as necessary. Thus, believing that all kids are 
capable of leading others becomes an integral quality of the TPSR 
model. Besides values, an individual kid’s relational skills either ham-
per or facilitate the leadership process. All are capable, but some enter 
the program with more of the needed skills than others.

Both of us have seen numerous examples of youth leadership in our 
programs. When leadership is viewed this way then individuals are 
freed up to discover their gifts, talents, and skills that can guide them 
to become successful leaders (Hellison et al., 2000). Unfortunately, 
society is fixated on highlighting the inadequacies of today’s youth. 
You must think differently! Taking on the responsibility of developing 
young leaders will then require you to see beyond the headlines and 
see young people as potential leaders for your program.

Kids can be caring people. Robert Coles (1998) contends that car-
ing and compassion for others is a natural and important part of 
children’s lives from the time of their first relationships. Studies by 
Ackerman and colleagues show true friendships taking shape between 
the ages of one and three years (Eckerman, Davis, & Didow, 1989; 
Eckerman & Didow, 1988). For many, the drive to help others comes 
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from a need to be accepted. Noted child psychologist Judith Harris 
(1998) proposes that young children are very connected to their play-
mates, much more so than they are to their parents. They place great 
value on being able to imitate, lead, and follow others so they can be 
connected to “the group.”

It is also true that some kids, young and old, can be selfish, unfeeling, 
and just plain mean. They can be harmful to others as much as they can 
be helpful (Damon, 1990). Negative “street values,” the glamorization 
of violence in the media, and the endearment of a “me” culture by enter-
tainment and sport figures are often the main culprits here and will 
not disappear. Therefore, if you are to nurture the “caring instinct” in 
adolescents you have to feel that youth leadership development is worth 
doing and approach your kids positively, but not naively.

Kids are capable decision-makers. In later chapters we address the 
concept of empowerment—a key concept of the responsibility model. In 
order to empower kids one has to believe that they are capable decision- 
makers; they can effectively take on the responsibilities of their leader-
ship roles: planning, teaching, and evaluating. The research on youth 
programs (see Benson, 2006, Hellison & Cutforth, 1997; McLaughlin & 
Heath, 1993) clearly indicate that programs having the most impact 
are ones that allow youth to make choices. Adult guidance is impera-
tive when giving choices since most youth are not used to having the 
responsibility of making decisions that will benefit them. According to 
Katherine Kress (2006), our culture places youth in powerless situations 
with no meaningful role other than consumers. She further points out 
(p. 51): “ . . . many adults [program leaders] do not understand that their 
role is not to mold participants in their programs but to provide tools 
and opportunities for youth to discover their unique spirit, genius, and 
public life.” Responsibility and empowerment go hand-in-hand. And 
they are not about compliance to arbitrary standards. Rather, empower-
ing youth to be autonomous leaders significantly widens the capability 
to gain a sense of control over their lives.

Now that you are ready for this great adventure in leadership pro-
gramming, you will need to read on! As a “jumping-off point” for 
the rest of the book the next two chapters will situate youth leader-
ship development within the broader contexts of youth development, 
sport, social justice, and citizenship. All four play critical roles in our 
understanding and application of best practices for fostering positive 
and healthy youth leadership development. Recognizing their rela-
tionship to leadership development will help to form the basis for pur-
pose and goal enhancement of your leadership program.
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Insights and Take-aways

The following are the some of the main points of this chapter for you 
to remember:

The Teaching Social and Personal Responsibility Model (TPSR) is used • 
as a guide to form experiences that lead up to the goal of helping and 
leading others.
Important issues have been largely unexplored and need to be addressed • 
in order to advance the development of youth leadership. They are as 
follows: (a) the relation of youth leadership to social justice, (b) inside 
versus outside leadership, (c) leadership by authority versus leadership 
for everyone, (d) youth and future leaders versus youth as leaders now, 
(e) the challenge of youth-adult partnerships, and (f) identifying a model 
of youth leadership promotes a sense of community.
Physical activity has enormous potential in creating leadership skills in • 
adolescents. It’s highly interactive, provides natural situations for one-
on-one and group-lead exploration, and is inherently enjoyable for kids.
Teaching kids to be caring and compassionate leaders requires careful • 
introspection. Thee important beliefs about kids are important to have: 
(a) kids are capable of leading, (b) kids can be caring people, and (c) kids 
are capable decision-makers.
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Youth Development, Sport, and 
Youth Leadership

The club is helping me because before I was in it I had a very bad attitude.

—Coaching Club member

Professional preparation and in-service training for coaches,  physical 
education teachers, youth workers, and other physical activity pro-
gram leaders are key factors in the development of quality youth 
programs. Historically, professional preparation has been uneven 
and sometimes nonexistent. Moreover, it has paid less attention 
to, or even neglected altogether, the potential link between physi-
cal activity and life skills/values development, despite the rampant 
“sport builds character” rhetoric. The recent emergence of the field 
of youth development offers hope for a shift in professional prep-
aration and eventually the quality of youth programs toward edu-
cating youth more holistically. The advent of youth development 
has been of particular interest to us, because youth development 
strongly promotes youth empowerment and leadership, just as we 
have tried to do for many years. Unfortunately, it took a while for 
the physical activity field to see the relevance of youth development 
for physical activity programs for kids, but this is now changing. 
The result is more support for the development of holistic youth 
leadership through sport, physical education, and other physical 
activities.
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Professional Preparation for Sport and 
Physical Education

Professional development opportunities for physical activity practi-
tioners currently include:

Physical education teacher education certification programs. �

Optional or minimal coach education programs for school sport and  �

youth sport coaches.
Instructional certification programs other than teacher certification for  �

fitness instructors, aquatics professionals, and some sports such as 
 soccer.
Occasional professional development workshops for youth workers and  �

others conducted mostly by outside consultants.

The quality of professional preparation varies widely, including no 
training at all, for example, in some sport-based programs in commu-
nity organizations.

Historically, mandated certification programs for school coaches 
have been limited and often minimal, while youth sport coach edu-
cation programs outside of schools have been at least to some extent 
costly, time-consuming, and therefore not very appealing to volunteer 
coaches. The National Association of Sport and Physical Education 
developed national standards for sport coaches, and 84 percent of 
states have some kind of a coaching education requirement. However, 
the states differ markedly regarding who must meet the requirement, 
who governs the program, and what content is required. Recently, the 
advent of online education has attracted many more coaches and as 
a result significantly expanded coach education in schools and youth 
sport. The National Federation of High Schools now offers an online 
certification program (http://www.nfhslearn.com), and the online 
program of Craig Stewart at Montana State University averages 4,000 
participants a year in Montana alone (http://www.coacheducation.
org/php/coaching.php). His program, based on National Association 
of Sport and Physical Education guidelines, is also used as a coaching 
minor at Montana State University. The cost of these online programs 
is minimal, and that in addition to the accessibility accounts for the 
rise in certified coaches. Currently, youth sport coaches actually sur-
pass interscholastic sport coaches in accessing these programs.

In-service workshops are sometimes offered to teachers, coaches, 
and youth workers, but consultants rarely donate their time, so 
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someone has to provide workshop funding. Moreover, typical “one 
shot” workshops (i.e., one session without follow-up) are not very 
effective in promoting professional development.

Community- and faith-based organizations often offer a wide vari-
ety of physical activity programs for kids—from “open gym” to sport 
and exercise clubs and programs devoted to adventure and outdoor 
activities, jazz dance, hip hop, tumbling, self-defense, martial arts, 
and the usual team and individual sports. However, the professional 
qualifications of youth leaders in these organizations vary widely as 
does program oversight.

The Emergence of Youth Development

Youth development, a new “player” on the youth work scene in recent 
years, has begun to nudge these trends in professional training for 
physical activity professionals, especially in the content delivered in 
teacher training, coach education programs, and workshops, but also 
to some extent in broadening professional preparation opportunities.

In the United States, the field of youth development emerged slowly 
from the days of Jane Addams’ work in Chicago (Addams, 1909) to 
what it is today. Halpern (2003) pegged the 1990’s as time that youth 
development really became a force in community-based programs. 
In that same time period, Dewitt-Wallace Reader’s Digest Fund sup-
ported Strengthening the youth work profession (1996), a five mil-
lion dollar study of inner city after-school youth programs spurred 
by after-school violence and the need for more youth guidance. Most 
of the funding went to the Academy for Educational Development’s 
Center for Youth Development and Public Policy to support an inves-
tigation of urban programs across the country. The Center’s findings 
included a wide range of weaknesses in the programs studied, from 
program content to the professional preparation of staff.

As a result, “The Academy” held a conference and achieved con-
sensus on a definition of a new field of participants called youth devel-
opment, including a conceptualization of key youth development 
principles. These findings—which included the development of per-
sonal, social, and citizenship competencies with a focus on empower-
ment and responsibility—were circulated to community organizations 
across the country (Strengthening the youth work profession, 1996) 
and probably marked the beginning of widespread use of the term youth 
development, sometimes with little understanding of its meaning.
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Others were responsible for further developing youth develop-
ment as a field and as a perspective. Peter Benson’s assortment of 
internal and external assets (1997) was influential in raising youth 
workers’ awareness of asset-based rather than deficit-based goals and 
processes. The term assets began to appear in mission statements, 
workshops, and the youth work literature. Another force, the aca-
demically powerful National Research Council (2002), led by a select 
group of youth development academics and professionals, provided 
the beginning of a research base for youth development, including 
the promotion of evidence-based studies of effective program designs, 
implementation plans, and evaluation techniques.

These highlights in the shift to a youth development perspective 
were joined by the work of others as well,  notably Psychologist Richard 
Lerner’s (2004) theoretical-based approach to youth  development 
practices and policies and the practice-based work of Milbrey 
McLaughlin and her associates (McLaughlin, Irby, & Langman, 
1994; McLaughlin, 2000). Among other things, McLaughlin’s work 
in  combination with the thinking of other youth work profession-
als resulted in eleven key youth development criteria for after-school 
programs in underserved communities (Hellison & Cutforth, 1997). 
Highlights included a general characterization of good programs 
as being holistic and developmental. This characterization included 
aspects like having a caring adult leader, an emotionally as well as 
physically safe environment, and small numbers of kids who belong 
to a club or team, and participate regularly over multiple years. 
McLaughlin’s point about the importance of a caring adult has been 
made by others as well (Rhodes, 2004; Seligson & Stahl, 2003). The 
embedded curriculum (Hamilton & Hamilton, 2004)—which refers 
to embedding youth development principles in art, music, sport, and 
other youth program content—also emerged during this nascent 
period of growth.

Accompanying this rapid growth of youth development ideas and 
processes has been a spate of new journals and newsletters (e.g., Youth 
today, New Directions for Youth Development: Theory, Practice, and 
Research), books and articles (see references at the end of this chap-
ter), organizations (e.g., National Network for youth, National Youth 
Leadership Council, Forum for Youth Investment), and academic pro-
grams of study (e.g., University of Minnesota, University of Illinois at 
Chicago). Centers and institutes are also popping up here and there 
(the Harvard Program in After-school Education and Research, the 
Applied Developmental Science Institute at Tufts University). As is 
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often the case, the practice of youth development has lagged behind 
these fast-paced conceptual and philosophical changes, although a 
number of exemplary youth development programs have been cited in 
the burgeoning literature.

The upshot of all this activity to promote holistic development 
among today’s youth has been a wide range of overlapping but some-
times confusing guidelines (e.g., Benson, 1997; Noam, Biancarosa, & 
Dechausay, 2003; Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van Bockern, 2005) but 
fewer evidence-based studies (the National Research Council, 2002). 
Such is the state of a young field.

Sport-based Youth Development
Although physical activity programs are very popular in after-school 
and summer programs, the new field of youth development was slow 
to view sport as a true youth development activity. Instead, it was 
viewed mostly as a “hook,” a way to attract kids to the program 
rather than a vehicle for embedding youth development principles 
(Hartmann, 2003; Hirsch, 2005). Physical activity practitioners and 
scholars were culpable as well, showing little enthusiasm for the con-
tribution of youth development to physical activity programs for chil-
dren and youth. Park and recreation leaders, on the other hand, were 
quick to see its relevance and began to adopt and promulgate youth 
development principles (Witt & Crompton, 2002).

Physical education has a rich history of arguing for “education 
through the physical” to capitalize on the highly active, interactive, 
and emotional nature of many physical activities (Siedentop, 1990). 
Youth development concepts such as empowerment and leadership 
easily could be embedded in the physical activity content to promote 
holistic development. However, while the early advocacy of education 
through the physical did alter the rhetoric of many sport and physical 
education leaders, practices in these programs in gyms and on playing 
fields remained quite traditional for the most part.

Recent signs of change suggest if not a major shift in the field at 
least a little elbow room for youth development-inclined profession-
als to operate. Sport psychologist Al Petitpas, one of the early and 
still very active leaders in the field, has been instrumental in devel-
oping and promoting two national sport-based youth development 
programs, First Tee and Play it Smart (Petitpas, Cornelius, & Van 
Raalte, 2008). He and his associates have also made several other 
important contributions to the literature, including a framework 

9780230612365ts03.indd   199780230612365ts03.indd   19 8/5/2009   2:16:27 PM8/5/2009   2:16:27 PM



20    Youth Leadership in Sport

of four different types of sport-based youth development programs 
(Petitpas et al.,  2005). His Youth Development through Sport Center 
at Springfield College was one of the first centers or institutes in 
higher education devoted to sport-based youth development. Another 
positive sign of progress was co-author Tom’s unique youth develop-
ment bachelor and master degrees for prospective and active physical 
activity professionals offered at the University of North Carolina at 
Greensboro.

Fraser-Thomas and her associates (Fraser-Thomas, Cote, & Deakin, 
2005)—by providing a link between sport and the youth development 
literature, especially the work of Benson (1997), Lerner (2004), and 
the National Research Council (2002)—were early contributors to 
the sport-youth development knowledge base.

As the sport-based youth development movement gained momen-
tum, the broader youth development field began to acknowledge its 
existence. The first major sign of this shift was the 2007 issue of New 
Directions in Youth Development titled “Sports-based youth devel-
opment.” The seven chapters in this issue covered a range of youth 
sport-related issues and recommendations, including the following:

Menestrel and Perkins (2007) pointed out some of the advantages 
and disadvantages of current youth sport practices as well as a set of 
principles to move typical youth sport programs toward a youth devel-
opment perspective, including a strength-based approach, utilization 
of positive assets, and empowerment of youth in  problem-solving. 
As a specific example, they described Play it Smart (see Petitpas, 
Cornelius, & Van Raalte, 2008). They closed by advocating adults to 
help kids become “agents of their own development” (p. 22).

Coatsworth and Conroy (2007) took a similar approach, identify-
ing benefits and problems in after-school physical activity programs 
followed by guidelines to upgrade the youth development component 
in these activities. Among their suggestions were small enrollment, a 
stable and trained staff (easier said than done!), choice of activities to 
give the less gifted sport opportunities, and a detailed description of 
key program development components. These program components 
are familiar to many youth development professionals and include 
assessment of needs, involvement of the community, program devel-
opment, staff training, and assessment. As examples of programs that 
connect sport to academics and life skills, Coatsworth and Conroy 
cited Going for the Goal (Hodge & Danish, 1999), Play It Smart (see 
this chapter), and TPSR (see this book!).
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Daniels (2007) addressed the difficult issue of competition (trans-
lated as winning in the American sport culture), arguing for building 
cooperation and fun into competitive sport. She emphasized moving 
from an ego-oriented approach based on who is best or who is better 
to a task-oriented approach based on each young athlete improving 
on skills related to the sport. She expanded these definitions by com-
paring the military model (sport as war), the reward model (the best 
performers get rewards), and the partnership model, which frames 
sport as a series of personal challenges which require an opponent 
who, by providing a challenge, is really a partner.

Perkins and Noam (2007) reported the results of a summit that had 
as its purpose connecting sports, health, and learning in extended day 
programs. Summit participants agreed that life lessons learned were 
more important than sport, a significant shift from the usual rhe-
toric and practice of youth sport (“We can’t forget about winning!” 
as a recent youth sport conference participant shouted). The authors 
focused on creating “a setting of developmentally intentional learning 
experiences” p. 77) which emphasized relationships, specific knowl-
edge and skills, and individual needs.

Berlin and associates (2007) described the program design and 
content, external relationships, evaluation results, and sustainabil-
ity of four sport-based youth development programs: Harlem RBI, 
Tenacity, Snowsports Outreach Society, and Hoops and Leaders 
Basketball Camp (described further on). All four, while based on dif-
ferent physical activities, promote life skills development, have sup-
portive external partners, and have records of sustainability.

Youth Leadership in Sport and Physical Education

In the youth development literature, youth leadership plays a promi-
nent role as part of its advocacy of youth voice and youth empow-
erment (e.g., Benson, 1997; Hellison & Cutforth, 1997; National 
Research Council, 2002; McLaughlin, Irby, & Langman, 1994; 
Lerner, 2004). McLaughlin (2000) viewed youth leadership as an 
important  component of youth development programs, arguing 
persuasively that youth leadership is a vital component of youth 
 development whatever the content of the program (e.g., art, drama, 
sport). Benson’s (1990) research on capacity building showed that 
leadership can enhance social competencies and emphasize the devel-
opment of positive values, especially if opportunities that help others 

9780230612365ts03.indd   219780230612365ts03.indd   21 8/5/2009   2:16:28 PM8/5/2009   2:16:28 PM



22    Youth Leadership in Sport

are offered and personal reflection on the importance of service to 
others is included.

Examples of Sport-based Youth Leadership 
Programs

Once physical activity programs began to join forces with youth 
development, a number of promising sport-based youth leadership 
programs began to spring up. Here are three examples:

Sports 37 is based on the very successful Gallery 37 program in 
Chicago. After that program’s success, several new programs mod-
eled after Gallery 37 but focusing on different content areas were 
initiated, including Sports 37. Like the others, Sports 37 was a col-
laboration of the Chicago Park District, After School Matters, and 
Chicago Public Schools. It was designed so that high school students 
who were being paid for their attendance would spend 12 weeks with 
expert coach-mentors learning how to provide a sport-based service 
as a mentor to younger kids during the summer Park District pro-
grams. Five different sports were initially included in the training. 
The program targeted students from high schools located in some of 
Chicago’s poorest, most violent neighborhoods.

Under Charlie Tribe’s able leadership, Sports 37 learned from 
early mistakes and continued to improve with each passing year. 
A comprehensive formative program evaluation was conducted in 
1995 by Robert Halpern, a well known youth work scholar, and his 
 associates. The report was in general quite positive, highlighting a 
number of program achievements and pointing out some areas that 
needed work.

As the Sports 37 program grew and matured, several components 
were added. One of these components consisted of two evaluation 
processes designed to hold students and staff accountable for devel-
oping the necessary skills. The first evaluation process was composed 
of six rubrics, each with several categories, for example, I need a lot 
of work on this, I’m okay at this, or I’m good at this:

Teamwork. �

Communication. �

Critical thinking. �

Work skills. �

Demonstration. �

Explanation. �

9780230612365ts03.indd   229780230612365ts03.indd   22 8/5/2009   2:16:28 PM8/5/2009   2:16:28 PM



Youth Development, Sport, and Leadership    23

The second evaluation process involved a descriptive list of skills for 
football, volleyball, basketball, soccer, and baseball-softball, each 
with the same rubrics as the first evaluation process (e.g., I need work 
on this).

Perhaps the most important component to be added was job train-
ing and placement for older teens who had received Sports 37 training. 
Two tracks were developed: One for lifeguarding, the other for sports. 
Lifeguarding included CPR, first aid, and aquatic rescue techniques. 
The sports track included officiating skills and rules as well as leader-
ship training. Both tracks led to job opportunities in the Chicago Park 
District and with the Chicago Board of Education in life guarding, 
officiating, and as recreation leaders and junior counselors.

Another program component discussed during the initial develop-
ment of Sports 37 but not successfully integrated into the training 
content until later was a youth development component based to some 
extent on TPSR (which is described in some detail later in this book). 
The intent of adding this training was to better prepare youth leaders 
to mentor and teach young kids within a more holistic and develop-
mental framework.

Project Coach (Intrator & Siegel, 2008) utilized the resources of 
Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts, and specific youth 
development concepts to provide a cross-age leadership sports pro-
gram for underserved kids in Holyoke and Springfield, Massachusetts. 
Building on the high level of interest in sport in low income commu-
nities as well as a thorough interrogation of the typical “sport builds 
character” (and similar) claims about sport participation, Project 
Coach creators Intrator and Siegel concluded—as others have as 
well—that sport alone cannot carry the burden of these claims. 
Instead, specific strategies for converting sport into a force for good 
need to be identified and implemented.

Project Coach was built upon a number of such strategies, including 
an assets-based approach (Benson, 1997), reliance on “connectors” in 
the community (Gladwell, 2002), conceptualization and delivery of 
noncognitive skills training (Rothstein, 2004) which “are fundamen-
tal for success in any significant endeavor” (Intractor & Siegel, 2008, 
p. 19), and a specific program plan that capitalizes on these strat-
egies. That plan, based on input from community insiders, teaches 
high school students in the community how to coach younger kids 
while integrating noncognitive skills (which the authors call supercog-
nitive skills to represent the multiple dimensions including cognitive 
development) into their instruction. Leadership, a key noncognitive 
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principle that can be taught so that it transfers to activities outside of 
sport, is a core component of Project Coach.

Overarching goals of Project Coach included utilizing sport as a 
vehicle to teach noncognitive skills that can be transferred to life, 
viewing young people in the community as “resources to be devel-
oped” (Intrator & Siegel, 2008, p. 22), building the capacity of the 
community by training young leaders and teaching noncognitive skills 
to children in the community, and drawing on resources in higher 
education to facilitate community development.

A systematic and ongoing evaluation of Project Self included four 
sets of procedures, each offering a different lens with which to view 
the program. These procedures include a fidelity check, collecting 
data from a formal psychometric instrument, videotaping, and more 
informal reflections from staff and participants.

Hoops and Leaders Basketball Camp, headed by Aaron Dworkin 
(Berlin et al., 2007), offered a two week summer camp basketball 
 experience which serve New York City’s urban youth. Collaborating 
with the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation and 
Big Brothers Big sisters of New York City, Hoops and Leaders has 
implemented  programs in four of New York City’s boroughs. The 
program’s stated purpose is to provide campers with “caring men-
tors, leadership skills, and different educational and career paths” 
(Berlin et al., 2007, p. 102). Volunteer mentors serve for at least one 
year, receive training, and take part in every camp session. Refereed 
basketball games alternate with leadership activities each session, and 
campers eat meals with mentors in order to build positive relation-
ships. Each day of the two week camp a different leadership theme is 
introduced and linked to basketball practice and games, discussions, 
and community service projects. Campers are cautioned about view-
ing professional basketball as a career option. Instead, guest speakers 
who are referees, general managers, journalists, broadcasters, agents, 
coaches, and sports marketers discuss sport-related employment 
opportunities and needed skills. The program is sustained by diversi-
fication of funding and volunteers.

Beyond the Ball was developed by Amy and Rob Castaneda to serve 
Little Village, a large low income Latino community in Chicago. What 
began as an effort to get youth involved in something positive has 
developed into a transformative basketball community program that 
incorporates many youth development principles—conflict resolution, 
youth voice, service learning, community building, and leadership. 
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The Castaneda’s, who live in the community, have an “open door pol-
icy” for kids in the neighborhood; at night, their home is rarely with-
out kids. From meager beginnings, Beyond the Ball has expanded to a 
Biddy Ball cross-age leadership program, and most recently to B-ball 
on the Block, a traveling tournament in both the Latino Little Village 
Community and nearby North Lawndale, a low income African-
American community. With this expansion to North Lawndale, the 
goal of B-ball on the Block has shifted to sorely needed positive racial 
relations between the two communities.

Insights and Take-aways

The advent of youth development provided as an innovative way for 
youth work professionals to address the social, emotional, physical, 
and cognitive domains of kids’ lives, whether they are in the more 
generic roles of program leader or mentor/counselor, or content-
 specific roles of teacher or coach. However, despite rapid growth in 
the youth development literature accompanied by a youth development 
“buzz,” youth development principles have not been widely practiced 
either in school or extended day settings. Ideas such as empowerment, 
listening to the voices of children and youth, and treating kids as 
resources fly in the face of traditional practice.

Nowhere is this observation more accurate than in most sport and 
physical education programs. Despite character development claims 
since the early 1900’s in the United States, their heritage reflects a 
strong quasi-military top down approach to “training” kids. These 
practices have been modified through the years, but it is apparent that 
youth development ideas were not greeted with open arms by most 
physical activity professionals. That being said, there have always 
been intuitive teachers, coaches, and mentors in the physical activity 
field who figured out on their own that some version of youth devel-
opment principles made a lot of sense. Unfortunately, the vast major-
ity of these innovators remain “unsung.” There may be one or two in 
youth organizations like the Boys and Girls Club in your community, 
and maybe one or two who are elementary school physical education 
teachers, or even a coach who defies the entrenched status quo of 
organized sport.

But this scene is changing. Sport-based youth development in which 
youth development principles are embedded in the content, whether 
soccer or jazz dance or some other activity, has arrived. Moreover, 
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leadership programs emphasizing empowerment and transfer of lead-
ership skills to the wider world have emerged. Opportunities to capi-
talize on and expand these new trends provide newfound hope for the 
holistic development of all kids through sport and physical education 
and especially those living in underserved communities.

This book is one such effort.
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Youth Leadership, Social Justice, and
 Citizenship

Leadership is not so much about good leaders and good followers. Rather, it is about 
having each believe they are the Savior for the other.

—Unknown

To further set the stage for youth leadership programming we want 
to address two important concepts: social justice and citizenship for 
children and youth. The reason for doing this is that we see a connec-
tion between work in youth leadership development and the advance-
ment of social justice and citizenship issues.

There is a strong tradition in the United States of youth being 
advocates for different causes outside institutions or systems of power 
(e.g., antiwar, civil rights, environmental problems). That is, young 
people have often been crafting, visioning, and leading social move-
ments, in the name of social justice (Mohamed & Wheeler, 2001). 
To a large extent, the recent election of the United States’ first Black 
president, Barack Obama, was the result of an unprecedented turnout 
by young voters. However, many of these efforts by youth and oth-
ers tend to focus on changing the system or institution in the name 
of social justice. But leadership for social justice can operate in ways 
that work within the system so that all individuals have equal say and 
ownership in social policy and attitude. It is here where your leader-
ship program can begin to cultivate awareness of those ideals found in 
a fair and just society (Libby, Sedonaen, & Bliss, 2006).

We are fully aware that many of you already direct and teach in 
programs (e.g., Boys and Girls Clubs, schools, Boy and Girl Scouts, 
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YMCA, YWCA, church programs) which have mission statements 
reflecting values supportive of social justice and citizenship ideals. 
By having personal and social responsibility values be the overlay to 
your leadership program, you will have created a program that can 
inculcate the values of the institutional mission. However, adoption 
of such values by your leaders will depend on how they are embraced 
by you.

For the eventual purpose of interfacing the qualities of youth lead-
ership development to social justice issues, we will describe some of 
the main social problems facing youth. The vulnerability of young 
people to certain social problems will certainly weigh in during your 
attempts to develop them into caring and compassionate leaders. 
Roger Harrison and Christine Wise (2005) have helped to identify a 
number of processes associated with social injustice among youth and 
families. All of these are especially relevant for underserved youth in 
large and small ways. They are: (a) exclusion and unfairness, (b) ste-
reotyping, and (c) stigmatization.

Exclusion and Unfairness

Many kids are pushed to the margins of society and deprived of hav-
ing voice, decision-making opportunity, or access to a variety of 
resources. Their inclusion into the societal mainstream is well beyond 
reach. For us, inclusion means participation. That is, being able to 
have ample opportunities for joining and engaging in life activities 
that nurture personal and spiritual growth of young people.

Unfortunately, exclusion (or inclusion) from a group is too often 
determined by factors that are not controlled by kids: race, disability, 
appearance, and economic status. Therefore, avoiding the tendency 
to unjustly group kids according to these attributes is tantamount to 
effective leadership development. While social grouping has always 
been a part of the school landscape—one only has to observe school 
hallways, cafeterias, playground, and buses to see how grouping is 
manifested—the level of acceptance by you, the adult leader, will 
determine how all kids fully engage in your program.

Unfairness is an extension of exclusion. Again, individual differ-
ences play an important role in the way kids are taught and assessed. 
Unfair treatment can be seen in the way they ignore certain kids, 
fail to address their weaknesses, and fail to adopt realistic levels of 
expectations. We strongly believe that all individuals have the right 
to be treated fairly—it is a natural assurance of experiencing fairness 
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in making choices and being heard. Lack of inclusion and fairness 
is not a legislative problem. Rather, it is an adult one where many 
adults are unwilling to nurture the assets of youth, thus their talents 
continue to be unrealized. At the heart of these two concepts, then, 
lies the essence of what effective youth leadership programming can 
do for kids.

Exclusion and inequality become especially salient when we exam-
ine the plight faced by many youth who live in poverty and are non-
white, especially black children and youth. The interconnection 
between poverty and youth has been well documented. Studies, espe-
cially those done in urban settings, mainly have shown that being 
poor results in negative and unhealthy behaviors (Hayden, 2007; 
Harrison & Wise, 2005; Barry, 2005). Richard Lerner and his col-
leagues (Lerner, Taylor, & von Eye, 2002) believe that the probabil-
ity of engagement in adolescent problem behavior (e.g., delinquency, 
violence, unsafe sex) is associated with poverty, and race is the single 
best predictor of poverty and behavioral outcomes (Lerner, Taylor, & 
von Eye, 2002). For example, in Guilford County, North Carolina 
70% of the suspensions are doled out to Black students—a population 
that makes up 40% of the students in the county. Furthermore, the 
achievement gap between whites and blacks is at an all-time high in 
both Guilford County and Chicago public schools. And, the school 
drop-out rate reaches as high as 70% in poor urban and rural schools 
that are predominantly Black and Hispanic. This picture does not 
get any better as we see that these findings have remained unchanged 
over the past decade.

These above statistics do not suggest that other groups of youth 
are not susceptible to the unfortunate consequences of social (and 
academic) isolation. One only has to be reminded of the terrible 
Columbine tragedy where two white, middle class kids—Eric Harris 
and Dillon Kleibold—decided that it was time to have retribution for 
their isolation from peers and school. Tragedies like the Columbine 
one will no doubt continue to make the headlines of our newspapers 
and television news hours. However, there are also the multitudes 
of tragedies that do not make the spotlight. These are the kids who 
become the “social burdens” in communities; the ones who simply 
fall through the cracks of an indifferent social system. They regret-
tably become a drop out statistic, a mark on a police ink blotter, or 
what Renny Goldman (1996) calls a “disposable children.”

We both believe that there is no panacea for social problems due 
to poverty (Hellison, 2003). People who live in poverty find that 
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 inadequate parent education, poor or no health care, sub-par edu-
cational experiences, political and geographic isolation, and lack of 
opportunity are part of the status quo of the poor.

We have seen hundreds of kids come into our gyms who have 
responded in numerous ways to institutional failures in their schools 
and society in general. Unfortunately, these ways have further iso-
lated them from the mainstream causing them to seek other ways of 
gaining some identity in their lives. Gang membership, drug dealing, 
and prostitution are some of the ways in which youth have tried to 
“survive” their disconnection from society.

The idea of reconceptualizing our approach to youth development, 
and youth leadership in particular, become especially important. By 
arguing that we must help young people practice good habits and deci-
sion making, we proclaim a belief that youth are capable of becoming 
origins in their lives (deCharms, 1976). That is, they are capable of 
taking responsibility for the consequences of actions and treatment of 
others—a fundamental tenet of any social justice movement.

Stereotyping and Expectations

A close companion to our discussion about exclusion and inequality is 
the impact of stereotyping. When discussing social justice and youth 
leadership we cannot ignore the role that stereotyping individuals 
plays in the process. Throughout this book we continually stress the 
importance of establishing positive adult leader-leader relationships. 
Stereotyping plays a significant role in how these relationships can be 
affected in positive and negative ways. An underlying factor that helps 
to define positive relationships between you and your leaders are your 
expectations of them. The way these expectations are communicated 
to your leaders will not only affect your relationship with them, but 
ultimately the success or failure of the leadership program.

Rigid views of what particular people are like or misinformed 
beliefs about what they can do are not uncommon in our communi-
ties. Schools are especially notorious for festering negative expectation 
effects upon their students. Jonathan Kozol’s provocative portrayals 
(e.g., Kozol, 1967, 1992, 1995, 2005) about inner city schools, stu-
dents, and teachers paint a dismal picture of poor academic student 
performance, myopic views of possible futures, and creation of custo-
dial school climates. Scripted teaching and over testing have become 
the new curriculum in schools. These imposed mandates coupled 
with few resources for schools, teachers, and students have conveyed 
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a “no confidence” message; an expectation that eventually becomes 
self-prophetic.

A seminal study by Harvard University professor Robert Rosenthal 
and California school principal Lenore Jacobson (Rosenthal & 
Jacobson, 1968) showed how expectations can become self- fulfilling 
in the classroom. In their study they manipulated the teachers’ 
expectations to see if they would become self-prophetic. By giving 
teachers “bogus” achievement scores expectations for high and low 
scoring students were created. Their findings indicated that for the 
lower grades teachers’ expectations were associated with “real” stu-
dent performance. Since that study over 100 more were conducted in 
the classroom, most of which confirmed the findings of the original 
Pygmalion study.

An important outcome of these studies was the support given 
to the idea that segregated schools would set the stage for biased 
 teaching—especially in schools impacted by low income, Black stu-
dents. Legislation (i.e., Brown vs. the Topeka School Board) forced 
school boards to make sure that “separate but equal schools” were 
available to all students regardless of income status or race. In addi-
tion, Title IX legislation (equal opportunity/access for girls and 
women) was also born out of some of this early expectancy research.

Expectations studies in physical education classes and sport settings 
have also taken place (i.e., Brown, 1979; Crowe, 1983; Martinek, 
1983, 1981, 1989a, 1989b; Martinek & Karper, 1986; Horn, 1984). 
The findings from these studies showed that the self-fulfilling proph-
ecy exists in gyms and athletic fields as well. These studies, like the 
classroom ones, provided essential guidelines for teachers and coaches 
that help them overcome negative biasing effects.

As you guide young leaders your bias must be kept in check. By 
doing this your ideas will be reflective of the passion you have for 
developing every kid’s capacity to lead and serve others. This will also 
enable you to grab their attention and provide them with a sense of 
purpose. The bottom line is that leadership needs to be viewed as an 
activity in which any kid can participate. It is not limited to just a few 
and does not emerge from some elective or selective process.

Stigmatization

Another example of the destructive consequences of social injustice is 
the stigma that is frequently laid upon the shoulders of underserved 
youth and their families. That is, they are automatically seen in 
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negative terms because of who they are or some other circumstances. 
For example, all those who live in public housing where the crime 
rate is high may be considered untrustworthy, unreliable, and par-
ticipants in criminal activity. And, yes, race plays a significant role 
here. Sociologist Neil Thompson calls this form of social blaming 
 “scapegoating” (Thompson, 2005).

Here, again, we revisit the research findings on successful youth 
development programs. They consistently underscore the importance 
of looking at youth, not as problems to society, but as potential assets 
(McLaughlin & Heath, 1993; Benson, 2006). So often we have seen 
programs, especially those in underserved areas of the community, 
“blame the victim” by treating kids as though they are the prob-
lem. Such a view ignores economic, social, and political factors that 
impact heavily on youth and families who live in impoverished neigh-
borhoods. This was and still is an important concept to hold onto for 
program developers. Once program leaders and policy makers decide 
that kids are not the problem, they will be in a better position to 
effectively tap into those qualities that give them capacity to contrib-
ute to their community (Hellison et al., 2000; Wenger, 2005). When 
midnight basketball (a nationally funded program) first started, its 
intent was to get “problem kids” off the street and into the gyms—
basketball was to become the “magic bullet.” While this program got 
“the problems” off the street it also moved them into the gym. It was 
not until program leaders decided to refocus their efforts and use bas-
ketball as “a hook” to teach important life skills that would tap into 
the strengths of the kids. After that, the program began to generate 
successful outcomes. Certainly basketball (or other sports) will con-
tinue to be the “magnet” to bring kids to the program. But for those 
leadership programs that are supported by a set of strength-based 
holistic values, the ability to keep kids coming back again and again 
will be insured.

Stigmatization can also be seen at the individual level. This occurs 
when the group is experiencing issues due to interpersonal conflicts 
among the members. What happens here is that an individual can 
become the scapegoat of the group. Often it is an individual who is 
relatively powerless who bears the brunt of difficulties that may arise 
in a program. This person becomes the release valve for group ten-
sions. Take, for example, a situation that occurred in the Greensboro 
Youth Leader Corps program. Miguel was a Hispanic youngster who 
had just joined the Youth Leader Corps program. His school prin-
cipal encouraged Tom to allow him to be part of the program. He 
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was new to the community and his past school record was not very 
stellar. He had a quiet personality and his need to belong made him 
vulnerable to connecting to the “wrong crowd.” At first he seemed to 
be well liked by the other youth leaders who were all Black. However, 
when the group went through a period of tension and conflict, the 
situation changed markedly. Some of the more influential members 
of the corps began to take out their frustrations on Miguel. Conflict 
quickly started to occur between Miguel and several of the youth 
leaders. Many of the youth leaders were blaming Miguel for a vari-
ety of problems. This form of stigmatization gave Tom and his staff 
a major challenge to confront, but one that was necessary given the 
unfairness of the situation.

The negative and potentially destructive examples of social injustice 
and oppression expressed in the above examples illustrate the unfor-
tunate consequences of social power. These are all part of the dynam-
ical processes that occur in youth leadership work. Because they are 
also part of our everyday lives we have a tendency to ignore them. 
And, yet, they are profound moments for kids who are the oppressed. 
Therefore, we need to make every effort to attend to them and not 
leave them unnoticed.

Youth Leadership and Citizenship

An important consideration that must be made in our discussion of 
youth leadership is citizenship. We feel that an ultimate of outcome 
of any leadership program, regardless of how remote it may seem, is 
to infuse a spirit of citizenship in kids. Citizenship represents a viable 
factor of your leadership program that will help to draw the leader-
community gap closer together.

The term citizenship has a multitude of definitions; most often they 
pertain to actions like obeying laws, voting, and being up on current 
events. Typically, these attributes are tied to national interests and 
politics (Sherrod, 2006). But citizenship can be found within smaller 
contexts like churches, various community programs, schools, and 
even your own youth leadership program. Concern for others and 
other forms of altruism also represent critical elements of citizenship. 
It is this final point where the concept of citizenship interfaces with 
the responsibility model (TPSR) and our approach to youth leader-
ship development. Simply stated the idea of citizenship not only brings 
with it the notion of personal responsibility but social responsibil-
ity. Sport sociologist Tony Laker (2000) contends that the right to 
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 peaceful existence and justice are only tenable when one is able to 
apply the concept to others. If this is true, and we believe it is, your 
youth leaders could become the possible change agents needed in a 
more caring and compassionate society.

For all of this to happen, a healthy interplay between leadership, 
TPSR values, and character of young people should contain four basic 
elements. The first is a sense of moral and social responsibility (Laker, 
2000; Damon, 1990; Shields & Bredemeier, 1995). Throughout this 
book you will be reminded that in order to get kids to a point in 
their lives where caring for others is a valued personal quality, leader-
ship experiences based on developmental principles must be applied. 
The stages of leadership development, which serve as the core of the 
book, are created with the assumption that each experience serves to 
scaffold kids to a higher sense of accountability. The development of 
personal and social responsibility thus becomes the “gateway” to cit-
izenship and access to social justice.

The second element is community involvement. For years youth 
have been considered a segment of the population most likely to ref-
use to be part of the status quo (Sherrod, 2006). For underserved 
youngsters, the opportunity to enter the societal mainstream is 
even more remote. Here the search for identity and possible futures 
become mechanisms for getting youth to willfully become civically 
engaged. It would be foolhardy to expect that every young person 
will rise to a level of civic engagement where they become political 
activists and policy makers. What we can do, however, is give them a 
sense of purpose in their own community. This may eventually nudge 
them into such things as community service, religious and other com-
munity memberships, or even changing the conditions of their own 
 neighborhood.

Farfetched? Perhaps. Anthony Triplin, a past leader from the 
Greensboro program, didn’t think so. Anthony decided to run for one 
of the county commissioners’ positions on the city council. He even 
had a campaign manager! His platform? Getting sidewalks laid down 
in some of the neighborhoods of his district. He didn’t win (didn’t 
even come close), but his initiative for trying to make a difference in 
his community illustrates a small example of a leader taking it outside 
the gym. Although Anthony’s story is extremely rare for underserved 
kids, it underscores something that Don heard someone say, “It only 
takes one case to make a possibility.”

The third element of citizenship is political literacy. By political lit-
eracy we are not necessarily talking about having kids know about all 
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of the legislative branches of our government or values and nuances of 
party affiliation, or the make up of community governance— although 
knowing about these is helpful. What we are really talking about is 
having a sense of what it takes to carve personal pathways toward 
gaining true citizenship status in one’s own community. The youth 
leadership program that you develop will be a great starting point for 
giving kids “the compass” needed to cross over the borders of indiffer-
ence, bias, and skepticism. In a way, the values and expectations guid-
ing your leadership program will have created a “political framework” 
in which the leaders will be more apt to understand. Thus, they will be 
in a better position to accept or not accept the framework. Knowing 
how to successfully function within this framework will better equip 
them with a set of skills and confidence to successfully respond to soci-
etal norms in a positive and proactive way.

The final element of citizenship closely aligned with political lit-
eracy is activism. History informs us that activism played an instru-
mental role in various social movements (e.g., right to vote, equal and 
fair educational opportunities, Title IX). And yet, your youth leaders’ 
ability to initiate comparable changes in societal structure will prob-
ably be way beyond their grasp. However, what you can do for them 
is have them adopt a set of values that will enable them to view the 
inequalities of social injustice in a more informed way. As an adult 
leader, you can accomplish this by having your leaders lead others 
in ways that reflect TPSR values. By doing this you will have placed 
them in a position where they can “plant seeds” of change in others—
they become activists of sorts. These seeds will hopefully germinate 
into those personal attributes defined by respect and fairness to oth-
ers, overcoming challenge, being self directed, leading and caring for 
others, and improving community wellness.

As you read on in this book you will discover that no matter what 
you think young people can do or not do, any success will depend on a 
certain type of leadership from you. It’s the type of leadership needed in 
not only running a program effectively but it is the kind that will seep 
into those segments of the community that support and build upon 
what you try to do with your kids. At the same time, you will continu-
ally find that moving kids forward in life will take much more than you 
can offer. This does not mean that your efforts are going to be wasted. 
You will need to stay with it—it can sometimes wear you out. Here are 
a couple of things to be mindful about to help keep you on track.

First, youth leadership programs that include education, learning 
activities, and service certainly all relate to civic engagement and social 
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justice awareness. However, knowing the type of kids with whom you 
work will be critical in planning activities. This will be especially true 
if you are working with kids who come from underserved neighbor-
hoods. For instance, civic engagement for underserved youth who 
feel marginalized may find community-based experiences much more 
relevant than any school-based civic education experiences. Many of 
those “school experiences” often seem too remote from their daily lives 
because they often involve helping someone outside of their community 
(Ginwright, Noguera, & Cammarota, 2006). The important point here 
is that different mechanisms for developing social justice and  citizenship 
in diverse youth must be considered. These mechanisms are activities 
that should relate to their neighborhoods, family, and community.

A second point is that by embracing a set of values like TPSR, you 
become prepared to be an activist with a type of orientation needed 
in a democratic society. By approaching youth leadership from a 
developmental perspective and by empowering them to lead others, 
you will have created the perfect venue to engage them in civic life. 
You will have given them the responsibility of teaching others to be 
socially and personally responsible through physical activity—a small 
taste of civic engagement. Underestimating this aspect of your pro-
gram may cause you to lose sight of the potential that your program 
has in nurturing a young person’s willingness (and need) to change 
things beyond the gym.

Insights and Take-aways

Getting kids to step up and lead others has implications for creating a 
moral and just society. This chapter provides a backdrop for viewing 
youth as possible vanguards for social justice and community engage-
ment. To keep this in mind, here are some things to think about:

Whether your program resides in institutional settings like schools, • 
clubs, recreation centers, of these institutions are potential homes for 
leadership programs, leadership development will play a role in sup-
porting ideas for social justice and citizenship. Approaches to foster 
social justice and citizenship will vary according to the setting.
Inclusion, equality, stereotyping, and stigmatization are important pro-• 
cesses found in social justice issues. These processes are evident in numer-
ous places of a young person’s community. They also impact the moral 
health of the community. More importantly, awareness of these pro-
cesses needs to be heightened within your youth leadership program.
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Your expectations for kids will be communicated in ways that impact the • 
self-perceptions of your leaders. They can become self prophetic. 
Awareness of the way you interact with your leaders is an important first 
step in avoiding negative outcomes from low and sustained expectations.
Your leadership program can spark young leaders’ interest in serving • 
their community. By leading others from their community and instilling 
a set of values, they will have contributed, in a small way, to the health 
of their community—a form of citizenship. The successful interplay of 
TPSR values and character will rely on four elements of citizenship 
being present: (1) moral and social responsibility, (2) community 
involvement, (3) political literacy, and (4) activism.
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Stages of Youth Leadership
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4

Stages of Youth Leadership Development

To lead people, walk beside them . . . As for the best leaders, the people do not notice 
their existence. The next best, the people honor and praise. The next the people 
fear; and the next, the people hate. When the best leader’s work is done the people 
say, “We did it ourselves.”

—Lao Tzu

Developing caring and compassionate leaders (a focus of TPSR goals 
[levels] four & five) has been a natural progression of our work in 
the sport and coaching clubs described earlier in chapter 1. Don’s 
book, Teaching Responsibility through Physical Activity (Hellison, 
2003), has been a mainstay for us and many others who plan and 
teach values-based physical activity programs. The levels of respon-
sibility described in his book were described in chapter 1. The lev-
els have often been referred to as goals and have given us pathways 
for running and evaluating our values-based programs. Therefore, it 
made sense for us to give club participants opportunities to apply the 
levels (goals) in a more advanced way—by leading others. The TPSR 
model continues to be the foundation of what we do in preparing kids 
to become caring and compassionate leaders.

Knowledge of effective teaching strategies is also important. This 
includes knowing how to plan in thoughtful and simple ways as well 
as being confident enough to make those “on-the-feet” instructional 
decisions. Having a sense of what it means to be a responsible human 
being also helps here. Although a few leaders may have a natural way 
of working with others, most need careful guidance from you. What 
has helped us is to first acknowledge that students differ from each 
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other in the way they assume leadership roles and respond to experi-
ences that help prepare them for advancement.

The following overview of developmental stages and themes helps 
to create a vision or goal toward which the student can strive. First, 
we present four stages to help you know where kids are in their lead-
ership development. We then describe five themes, that, when consis-
tently applied, insure the students’ growth as leaders.

Stages of Leadership Development

To guide you in creating learning experiences for leadership develop-
ment are a set of developmental stages. Formed by informal observa-
tion, an accumulation of various data, and constant self-reflection, 
these stages have evolved from our work with kids (see Martinek, 
Schilling, & Hellison, 2006). For us, the leadership stages were an out-
growth of running TPSR-based sport programs. They are built on the 
foundation laid by TPSR and especially on the fourth level of respon-
sibility, helping and leading others. However, it is not necessary for 
you to travel the same path. We have met a number of physical activity 
professionals who have intuitively realized the importance of basing 
their kids programs on holistic developmental principles that support 
personal and social/moral development which are very much in the 
spirit of TPSR but without all the language and nuances. Such pro-
grams provide a strong platform for launching the leadership stages.

Table 4.1 Stages of leadership development

Stages Description

Stage One—Learning to 
take responsibility 

Students learn to respect others, participate and 
 persevere, be a team player, become more 
 self-directed, and begin to explore leadership roles.

Stage Two—Leadership 
Awareness

Students begin to see themselves as leaders and begin 
thinking of larger responsibilities of leadership.

Stage Three—Cross-age 
Leadership

Students are ready to teach physical activities and 
responsibility values to younger children from 
 community agencies. Planning, teaching, managing 
behavior problems, and evaluating lessons are now 
part of their roles.

Stage Four—Self-actualized 
Leadership

Students are ready for “outside the gym”  opportunities 
to help them reflect more on personal interests and 
possible futures.
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Ultimately, the stages help to build a more holistic view of leadership 
for the adolescent. In a sense, each stage represents a set of strategies 
that are stepping stones for acquiring habits for helping and leading 
others. Table 4.1 shows these stages. Although the stages appear to 
be sequential, they can also be quite fluid. That is, individuals can 
experience one stage and then have to revisit the previous stage when 
faced with new and old challenges. The four stages will also guide you 
in the planning and evaluation of learning experiences that, in a loose 
way, build upon one another. Strategies for getting students to expe-
rience each stage are provided in the following  chapters with ways of 
modifying them to fit your situation.

Stage One—Learning to Take Responsibility

Because our approach to leadership is based on learning to become 
personally and socially responsibility (TPSR), stage one focuses on 
helping kids learn to take responsibility for their own development 
and well-being as well as contributing to the well-being of others. 
These are no small tasks for most kids. Socially, they require develop-
ing relational skills and values, learning to share their perceptions and 
ideas for betterment of the group, and helping to make the program 
a better place to be for all participants. Personally, they need to learn 
the importance of effort in being successful in any endeavor and to set 
and work toward personal goals.

These skills and values—learning to respect others, to participate 
and persevere, to be a team player, to become more self-directed, 
and to learn how to appropriately support and help others—can be 
woven into a leadership program or, as we have done, by develop-
ing  responsibility-based sport clubs. Club members who learn the 
basics of being responsible can then move on to a leadership program 
that focuses on stages two, three, and four, at first taking on bite-
sized leadership roles followed by cross-age leadership and eventually 
working as leaders in the community.

Stage Two—Leadership Awareness

In general, adolescents have a distant (and sometime distorted) view of 
leadership. At the same time, you will find that most will have a natural 
desire to be helpful to others for a variety of reasons. Making the con-
nection to being responsible for another’s welfare (even development) 
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requires a starting point. Helping, teaching, and coaching a fellow club 
member or classmate takes place at this stage and provide a starting 
point for more advanced levels of leadership. Getting students to adopt 
and be successful at these helping roles will require guidance and sup-
port from you. How you plan and assign roles, follow-up with feedback, 
and carve out time for personal reflection all come into play here.

There is another important outcome to this stage of leadership. 
Besides having the opportunity to lead or teach a peer, kids will ben-
efit another way. They will learn to be good followers. For us, lead-
ing and following go hand-in-hand. That is, to be a good leader an 
individual needs to know how to follow and learn from others. Bob 
Horrocks, a middle school teacher in Greensboro, North Carolina, 
always had students rate how well they were lead by their classmate 
and how well they followed. The intent was to have them cooperate, 
trust, support, listen, and share in the leadership experience.

Stage Three—Cross-age Leadership

The responsibility of leading broadens significantly during this stage. 
Planning, teaching, managing behavior problems, and evaluating les-
sons are now part of the advanced leadership roles given to adolescent 
leaders.

As described in chapter 1, both the Greensboro and Chicago pro-
grams use “veteran club members” to plan and teach physical activ-
ities and responsibility values to younger children from community 
agencies. Others have done this, too. In Denver, for example, Nick 
Cutforth used cross-age leaders from a junior high school to work 
with low income minority elementary-age children. Likewise, Dave 
Walsh runs a cross-age mentoring program in one of San Francisco’s 
elementary schools. In Charlotte, North Carolina, Dan McLaughlin 
had some of his most responsible fifth graders teach second and third 
graders during a special lunch time sport program.

It is also during this stage where sensitivity and inner strength to be 
truly caring and compassionate leaders begins to be internalized. By 
providing well-intended service to others understanding and valuing 
the interdependence between the self and others (Gilligan, 1982) are 
realized. That is, your leaders begin to adopt an ethical concern for 
their relationships with others; their skills and talents and ability to 
help others are interconnected. However, it is important to remember 
that, although leaders can experience the joys of  helping others, they 
also can experience frustration and reluctance that even  veteran school 
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teachers experience. This is especially true when they are working with 
a tough group of children. As one of Tom’s youth leaders said dur-
ing a post-session group meeting: “These kids are really bad, they are 
ghetto . . . let’s get rid of them!!” The leader’s comment reminds us that 
the challenge to teach all types of kids will be daunting for some lead-
ers. That is why it is important for you to assure your leaders that help 
is always available to help them through the tough spots. Sometimes 
that assurance can be both subtle and, yet, poignant. For example, a 
response to a similar comment by a Chicago youth leader: “They don’t 
listen and they don’t do what you tell them” was Don’s smile and a one-
word comment “well?” That’s all it took to make the point.

Stage Four—Self-actualized Leadership

Seeing the success that our leaders were having in working with youn-
ger kids, we began to realize that many were ready for more extended 
experiences. Thus, a fourth stage of development became apparent to 
us. Various experiences were added to the youth leadership program. 
They provided “outside the gym” opportunities to get kids to reflect 
more on personal interests and possible futures (McLaughlin & 
Heath, 1993).

Oftentimes, community connections become a central player dur-
ing this stage of development. In Greensboro, for example, “career 
nights” and summer internships are offered to Tom’s Youth Leader 
Corps members. Various businesses leaders and professionals partic-
ipate in both events. They not only learned something about a job, 
they learned how to be with people, how to be on time, and so on. 
In Chicago, Dave Walsh’s Career Club (Walsh, 2008) incorporated 
peer coaching and apprentice teaching experiences to introduce the 
concept of careers (“possible futures”). His primary goal was to help 
leaders find ways to envision greater career choices. And Chicago’s 
Stein Garcia developed a martial arts video with his middle school 
kids to promote self control and nonviolence in schools. All of these 
programs will nudge your leaders closer to becoming the new social 
capital (Putnam, 2000) of their community. Chapter 8 provides vari-
ous ideas on how to set up and manage these types of experiences. 

Themes for Advancement

Advancing students from one stage to the next requires guidance and 
ideas.
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The following sections represent five themes that should be applied 
within each developmental stage. They are power sharing, self-
 reflection, relationships, transfer, and integration. The themes are 
the necessary “ingredients” of the four stages. In essence, they offer 
a type of insurance for moving the heart, mind, and soul of a young 
person closer to being the type of leader we want to see—one who is 
caring and compassionate.

Power Sharing

We believe that power sharing is neither giving power freely to others 
nor ignoring our own power (responsibility) to guide others in mak-
ing the right choices.

Youth workers often fall into the trap of thinking that we empower 
youth by merely shifting all our decisions to them. This is especially 
damaging for those who are not ready for such decisions. Power shar-
ing is about giving meaningful and genuine voices and choices in our 
leadership programs. Our goal has always been to get young leaders to 
be critically engaged and autonomous. Richard deCharms (1976) sees 
this as getting them to do as they must rather than as they please even 
when faced with external forces. In your program you will find that 
choices can come in different shapes and sizes. Some include choosing 
the activity and age group to teach, equipment to use, and length of 
lesson. But for us there are also those choices that come from the heart 
as well as the mind. Choosing how to treat others, handling conflict 
and adversity in a thoughtful way, and responding to another’s strug-
gles are choices that determine the character of one’s leadership.

The Greensboro program has relied on three principles of power 
sharing (Schilling, Martinek, & Tan, 2001). The first is that power 
sharing takes on different forms for different people. Not all kids are 
ready or want to make decisions and, therefore, giving them at the 
wrong time can backfire. Conversely, there are some kids who are 
capable and eager to assume large amounts of responsibility or take on 
roles requiring some level of leadership. And there are times when you 
have to take away decisions when a leader decides to slack off. This can 
cause problems which have to be immediately dealt with. If they aren’t, 
the idea that responsibility and leadership goes hand-in-hand will slip 
away. The bottom line is that you need to have a “good read” on your 
students and be prepared to give and take away when needed.

Empowering kids also requires you to consider a given situation—
the second principle. This principle was often applied when we tried 
to empower kids in our elementary and middle school clubs. For 
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 example, we found that “peer teaching” works best for elementary 
club members. For the middle school kids, however, we provide a 
more advanced opportunity for power sharing. They are further 
along the power sharing continuum. As mentioned earlier, many of 
the middle school kids are not only ready to teach skills, but also to 
assume responsibility to run a team practice, organize and oversee a 
game, and even foster good moral judgment along the way.

The third principle is to be constantly aware that decision making 
for kids can be an uneven process (McDonald, 1992). Some kids will 
be incredibly responsible one day (having their teaching area ready to 
go) and then regress the next (they are nowhere to be found while chil-
dren are filing into the gym). This is the nature of kids. For those kids 
that decide to slack off power sharing may need to be reduced. Kids 
won’t like it but they need to know that being a responsible leader 
means being focused on the job at hand. A great strategy here is to 
apply Don’s “accordion principle” (Hellison, 2003), where responsi-
bility can be given out and taken away according to the readiness level 
of the leader. A key point here is that power sharing means giving 
kids genuine choices where guidance in making the right decisions 
is close at hand. As you read through the next four chapters you will 
learn how various power sharing strategies foster those choices that 
enhance the leadership qualities of your students.

Self-reflection

Self-reflection is a way of getting leaders to dig deeper into their leader-
ship experience and develop a higher level of thinking. Unfortunately, 
self-reflection is not something that our kids always want to do. Even 
the ones who have been exposed to the process in the sport clubs still 
resist it in the youth leader programs. But we still find it important 
and continue to integrate it in the leadership experience.

Reflection time usually occurs at the end of our group meeting. 
Whereas the group meeting is used to assess the day’s program, self-  
reflection is designed so the leaders can evaluate themselves. One sim-
ple way is to simply ask leaders to respond to questions by showing a 
thumbs up (i.e., I was really planned), thumbs down (i.e., my plan was 
a disaster), or thumb sideways (i.e., my plan was ok but it could have 
been better). That is, how did they do as a leader for that day? How 
did they respond to the needs of the group? How well did they plan? 
Were their goals met? How did they handle any problems? Were they 
enthused? An even simpler way is to have the leaders raise their hands 
to indicate “yes” or “no.” In later chapters we will describe in more 
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detail a variety of techniques that have been used. Here are some 
examples of how self-reflection can be facilitated.

Writing in a journal or notebook.• 
Using checklists with various choices for responding.• 
Commenting at the end of a workbook.• 
Grading and commenting about oneself on an index card.• 
Responding orally to questions.• 
Writing short stories about personal experiences (something you might • 
arrange with a leader’s classroom teacher).

Although reflection usually takes place at the end of a session, it needs 
to become a continuous process—not always requiring a bunch of 
prompts (e.g., questions, journal writing, checklists, etc.). Through 
critical assessment their boundaries for problem-solving ability and 
moral lives can be expanded. In her book, The Power of Mindful 
Learning, Ellen Langer, a psychology professor at Harvard, talks 
about the importance of “cultivating mindfulness” in young learn-
ers (Langer, 1997). For us, the process of self-reflection generates the 
mindfulness we want to see in our leaders. In a sense it reminds them 
that teaching kids cannot take place in a vacuum. In the end, self- 
examination will not only enhance the leaders’ problem-solving abil-
ity but significantly widen the boundaries of their moral lives.

Relationships

In both of our programs learning to be a leader is about the “three 
big Rs”—relationships, relationships, and relationships. In other words, 
none of the strategies will work unless you develop a certain kind of 
connection with your leaders. Much has been written about the power 
of relationships in youth development work (Lerner, Taylor, & von 
Eye, 2002; Benson, 2006; Matsudaira & Jefferson, 2006; Noddings, 
1992). For some people, relationship building is seen as a pedagogi-
cal skill. Others view it as an innate charismatic ability. Still others 
see it as a combination of both. For us, building relationships is all 
about trust and respect. Outside observers of our programs are always 
amazed at the level of respect that our leaders show for adults and each 
other. We know this is primarily the result of the respect that we show 
them. Dennis Littky, director of New York City’s Met School said it 
best: “If kids are going to be respectful, they must be respected.” All 
this translates into a mutual trust for each other. It’s the essence of the 
culture we try to create within our programs. Because relationship 
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building will be so important to your work with kids we have devoted 
an entire chapter to it (see chapter 9).

Transfer

In all of our youth development work we are constantly mindful of 
the importance of encouraging kids to apply the values and skills 
learned from us outside the gym. For example, in our sport clubs we 
emphasize the importance of kids being personally and social respon-
sible in their schools, neighborhoods, and homes (TPSR’s Level Five). 
In leadership programming the idea of transfer from the gym to other 
areas of life is no less critical.

There are numerous ways of getting kids to apply leadership qual-
ities to other places in their lives. For example, leadership awareness 
through peer teaching can be extended by having a classroom teacher 
have the student help in the classroom (e.g., passing out materials, 
helping a classmate with some work). Or you can challenge kids to 
see if they can help another classmate, teacher, parent, or school staff 
during the coming week. The most advance examples of transfer will 
be described in chapter 8 where leadership serves the larger good of 
community through some type of service engagement.

Integration

Integration of the strategies must be done in a way that supports the 
concept of each stage. The next four chapters describe various strate-
gies that will help you advance young leaders through the four stages 
of leadership development. The concepts of awareness, effective peda-
gogy, caring and compassion, and community service will be uplifted 
by thoughtful and intentional planning and application given by you 
and your staff.

We want to underscore the importance of having these themes 
as an integral part of your youth leadership development program. 
Each of the following chapters focuses on these themes in some way. 
Integration of the stages and strategies will be a constant theme 
throughout the remainder of this book. In particular, power sharing 
and self-reflection runs through chapters that represent each stage of 
development (chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8).

Insights and Take-aways

The TPSR model can serve as a foundation for what you do in pre-
paring kids to become caring and compassionate leaders. Leadership 
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development programming extends the concept of helping and caring 
for others.

In addition, we talked about how life events can quickly upend 
the progress made by a leader. Enthusiasm and diligent planning can 
be quickly replaced by indifference and a lousy attitude. Although 
this can be frustrating, it’s important to avoid getting caught up in 
these “ups” and “downs.” By acknowledging the stage at which lead-
ers operate and by applying strategies that move them to the next 
level, a commitment to being a leader to others can be realized. For 
us (and you) there is nothing more enlightening than seeing leaders 
empathetic and responsive to the nuances of others. One of our lead-
ers said it best: “In working with these little ones, you learn to be 
patient . . . they will eventually get it if you don’t give up on them.”

Before reading on, following are some of the main points for you 
to think about:

The stages are as follows: • Learning to take responsibility, Leadership 
awareness, Cross-age leadership, and Self-actualized leadership. 
Although the stages appear to be sequential, they can also be quite 
fluid.
Power sharing with kids is vital to their understanding of leadership. If • 
you want them to truly assume leadership roles you must let them lead 
and not follow.
Self-reflection is critical if kids are to advance through the stages. It • 
gives them an opportunity to evaluate what they did and what needs to 
be done. It is not a one time thing to do. Rather, self-reflection must be 
a continuous process.
The importance of developing and sustaining positive relationships with • 
your leaders cannot be emphasized enough. Without them nothing will 
work for you.
Getting kids to transfer their leadership skills (regardless of the stage • 
they are at) helps further cultivate the spirit of service to others beyond 
the gym walls. Ultimately, this is what it’s all about in becoming a truly 
caring leader.
Integrating the right strategies into each stage of development helps to • 
insure growth as a youth leader. If this is not done in a thoughtful way 
the chances for advancement through the developmental stages will 
 significantly diminished.
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Stage One: Learning to Take Responsibility

I learned that I have responsibility, and they [adult leaders] helped me find it.

—Coaching Club member

In chapter 1, we discussed the core values and beliefs that influence 
and provide a basis for our approach to youth leadership through 
physical activity. In this chapter we provide a primer of TPSR for 
those readers unfamiliar with TPSR. More importantly for the pur-
poses of this book, we show how the first three responsibility levels 
provide the foundation for our approach to youth leadership.

Responsibility: Cornerstone to Leadership 
Development

Our work with underserved youth has been guided from the outset 
by two questions: The first, “What’s worth doing?” could also be put 
this way: “What kind of contribution do we want to make to kids’ 
lives?” The second question, “Is it working?” follows logically from 
the first. In youth work, one’s values, philosophy, grand ideas, and 
so on only matter if they lead to a positive impact on kids’ lives. The 
problem too often is that practitioners get caught up in the day-to-day 
problems that arise from kids’ problems at home, at school, and with 
peers as well as difficulties at the site (e.g., the gym is being used for 
an assembly) or because of the deep culture of the institution that 
houses the program (e.g., “this is the way we do things”). As a result, 
one’s values and “best laid” plans never find their way into practice.
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Our commitment from the outset was to underserved youth which 
shifted our attention from the development of motor skills, fitness, 
and game play toward helping kids develop life skills to help them 
become productive, decent, contributing human beings. To carry these 
ideas out, we had to create our own version of the Positive Coaching 
Alliance’s concept of being a “double goal coach”: We had to be com-
petent at the physical activity content as well as the life skills content, 
and we had to integrate the two.

This process provided our answer to “What’s worth doing” in 
our professional lives, which is best represented by the theory-in-
 action described in Teaching responsibility through physical activity 
(Hellison, 2003) and related sources. That in turn led us to develop 
service-bonded inquiry (Martinek, Hellison, & Walsh, 2004), our 
answer to “Is it working?” In addition to service-bonded inquiry, other 
approaches to studying TPSR began to appear as well (e.g., Li, Wright, 
Rukavina, & Pickering, 2008; Martinek, Schilling, & Johnson, 2001; 
Schilling, 2001; Wright, White, & Gaebler-Spira, 2004; Watson, 
Newton, & Kim, 2003). (See chapter 13 for a discussion of research.) 
Recently, Tim Crabbe (personal communication, 2003) summarized 
a large scale sport and character development study by acknowledg-
ing sport’s capacity to provide social value for kids, but only if a social 
and personal development framework is used.

This body of work, often referred to as TPSR (teaching/taking 
personal and social responsibility), has been in practice in in-school 
physical education as well as after-school and diversion programs 
since the 1970’s (Hellison, 1978) and now has a presence in most 
states, some Canadian provinces, and several other countries includ-
ing Spain, Portugal, New Zealand, and South Africa.

A Framework

The purpose of TPSR is to help kids take more responsibility for their 
own well-being and for contributing to the well-being of others in a 
physical activity environment with transfer to life outside the gym. 
This definition of responsibility is not widely shared. Often, teach-
ers and parents view responsibility as “doing as you are told,” or, in 
a definition used in a scholarly study, conforming to norms, social 
rules, and role expectations (Wentzel, 1991).

A loose progression of responsibility levels assigned to the kids 
(see chapter 1) along with specific responsibilities given to the pro-
gram director, a specific daily format for the program, suggested 
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 instructional strategies that embed taking responsibility in the phys-
ical activity content, and strategies for specific problems and situa-
tions that arise are summarized in table 5.1.

The Role of Sport Clubs and Physical Education Programs

This framework, by providing the basic training for eventual youth 
leadership, is Leadership Stage one, Learning to Take Responsibility. 
Our approach has been to create TPSR-based sport clubs and physical 
education programs that focus on the first three responsibility levels and 
introduce levels four and five. These responsibility levels are described 
below. As you will see, the first three levels of responsibility provide 
the building blocks that lead to Level Four, leadership and Level Five, 
transfer outside the program (or self-actualized leadership).

Student Responsibilities

Participants in the program are asked to take responsibility for 
 working toward the five responsibility goals or developmental levels. 
These levels progress from very basic to more advanced  responsibilities 
and are useful in program planning and implementation. While all of 
these goals are central to the TPSR framework, the first three levels 
provide the foundation for leadership levels four and five (see chapters 
6, 7, and 8).

Table 5.1 Levels of responsibility

1. Respecting the rights and feelings of others (self-control)
2. Participation and effort
3. Self-direction
4. Helping others and leadership
5. Outside the gym

Daily format
1. Relational time
2. Awareness talk
3. Planned physical activities
4. Group meeting
5. Reflection time

Program director responsibilities (themes)
1. Develop positive relationships with students
2. Empower students (gradually)
3. Promote self-reflection in students
4. Embed TPSR principles and strategies in the planned physical activities
5. Teach for transfer outside the gym
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It should be noted that all of these levels are provisional in the 
sense that their validity depends ultimately on students valuing and 
trying to put them into practice. To be fully empowered, they must 
decide to what extent they will accept, modify, or reject them. They 
are asked to take them seriously, learn them, and practice them before 
making any judgments about relevance for their lives.

Level one, respecting the rights and feelings of others, is the least 
someone can do for others. It addresses learning how to control one’s 
self so that the fundamental rights and feelings of others are pro-
tected. That includes issues such as physical and verbal abuse (e.g., 
name-calling and making fun of others), intimidation/bullying, dom-
inating equipment and space, and the inability to control one’s temper 
or resolve conflicts peacefully. Level one requires the creation of a 
respectful climate in the gym (or playing field) as well as protection of 
kids’ rights, for example the right to fully participate in the activity. 
Participants also need to learn when it is appropriate to stand up for 
themselves rather than be controlled by others. While they are not 
asked to help others at this level, they do need to learn how to “get 
along” with others, to be a team player whether in a sport or other 
activity. Student defense mechanisms come into play at this level, 
for example denial or blaming others. The point is to help students 
become respectful of others without direct supervision—to enable 
them to practice self-control of their attitude, their temper, and what 
they say to peers on their own. Adult leaders in this approach work 
toward helping kids to intrinsically value these ways of being.

Level two, participation and effort, focuses on helping students 
take responsibility for their own motivation. To take responsibility, 
students need to be given some, for example, choices of adjusting the 
task so that it is challenging but not out of reach. For example, they 
may choose how many pushups and sit-ups they need to do to over-
load the involved muscles. One choice is how the student will define 
success. The culture often defines success as winning and in beat-
ing others, but many other legitimate definitions could be chosen, 
such as improvement, task mastery, or achievement of personal goals. 
Participation and effort include trying things that are unfamiliar as 
well as learning to persist in an activity that is particularly challeng-
ing. Participation also requires cooperating with peers who are also in 
the program, sometimes on teams, sometimes sharing equipment and 
space. This builds on and extends level one’s right to participate.

Level three, self-direction, is the beginning of advanced student 
responsibilities. Self-direction recognizes the diversity of their talents, 

9780230612365ts06.indd   549780230612365ts06.indd   54 8/5/2009   2:22:09 PM8/5/2009   2:22:09 PM



Stage 1: Learning to Take Responsibility    55

needs, and interests as well as their capacity to choose their own paths 
not only in physical activities but in life skills as well. Self-direction 
begins with learning to work without direct supervision, and eventually 
advances to individual goal setting to meet their own developmental 
needs, interests, and talents in the four domains (physical, social, emo-
tional, cognitive). Goal-setting includes setting goals that are under their 
control (e.g., winning is not) and being realistic (e.g., “Instead of making 
it to the NBA, how about improving your jump shot?”). Similar to level 
one, to achieve self-direction students need to learn to stand up for their 
right to pursue their own goals rather than those of their peers.

Level four, helping others and leadership, asks participants to value, 
develop, and practice the interpersonal skills of sensitivity, respon-
siveness, caring, and compassion in dealing with others. It asks them 
to help others without expectations of extrinsic rewards as well as 
without being arrogant or judgmental. It asks them to listen to their 
peers, only offer help if it is wanted, and help others to solve conflicts 
peacefully. Level four can be as simple as saying “nice job” to a peer 
and meaning it, or by helping everyone have a more positive experi-
ence simply by having a positive attitude. The most advanced aspect of 
level four is to become a leader who possesses all of these qualities.

Level five, transfer outside the program, which includes being a 
role model for others, is the most difficult to do, but is also the most 
important. If we have only succeeded in making the physical activ-
ity program responsibility-based, we have failed to fully carry out 
our holistic and developmental values. However, transfer “outside the 
gym” must be a decision made by the students in relation to their own 
lives. There are at least two reasons for this. First, the outside world 
may not support the utilization of these responsibilities. In fact, our 
kids often report that their classroom teacher, situation at home, and/
or peers on the street actively oppose the values and beliefs of the pro-
gram. It takes more courage than many students can muster to stand 
up to this pressure without support. The other reason is that ulti-
mately to be truly responsibility-based as we have defined it, students 
must be the judges of what will work best in their lives and with their 
aspirations and issues. Remember, these levels of responsibility are 
provisional, and must be validated by each student to work. Transfer 
is the most difficult level to put into practice not only for these reasons 
but also because students cannot practice it in the gym (which is why 
it is often referred to as “outside the gym”). The adult leader can ask 
students whether they tried any of the levels in other settings and ask 
for examples, but in an activity environment such discussions must 
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be brief. (Chapter 8, Self-actualized Leadership, describes a variety of 
ways to implement responsibility level five.)

These five levels of responsibility also represent skills and disposi-
tions needed to become a youth leader. Levels one and two are essential 
qualities for a youth leader to possess and demonstrate or model for 
those he/she leads. A leader without self-control, self-motivation, and/
or a cooperative attitude can only lead others in the wrong direction. 
A leader also needs Level three, self-direction and more specifically 
the ability to set and carry out goals. Level four includes leadership, 
thereby providing an advanced status for students in a TPSR program. 
Leadership stage one, Learning to Take Responsibility, focuses on this 
developmental progression and especially levels one, two, and three.

Format

All other components of the framework—the daily format, adult 
leader responsibilities, strategies to embed responsibility in the 
physical activity content, and strategies to address problems and 
 situations—support Stage one, Learning to take responsibility, and 
are often useful in the more advances stages of leadership as well.

The daily format ensures that taking responsibility is addressed 
every day and that kids receive an opportunity to reflect on their 
attitudes and actions as well as have a voice in program planning 
and evaluation. The format consists of five parts, one of which—the 
planned physical activities—occupies most of the program’s time:

Relational time to enable the adult leader—that’s us and perhaps • 
you—to briefly interact individually with program participants at the 
beginning of the program.
An awareness talk to emphasize the students’ responsibilities (the five • 
levels).
The planned physical activities with TPSR principles and strategies • 
embedded in the physical activity content.
A group meeting to provide participants with the opportunity to • 
 critique/evaluate the program that day and to offer solutions to issues 
that they raise. You talk last—if at all. This time is devoted to the kids’ 
reflections on the day’s experiences and for them to share their observa-
tions about the program that day. Program directors are there to listen, 
monitor the process (e.g., so everyone is respectful), and comment at the 
end if needed.
Reflection time so that participants can evaluate themselves in relation • 
to their responsibilities (the levels)—e.g., were they respectful of others 
or do they need some work on that? If they need work, that can become 
a goal in the goal-setting process at level three.
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To explain these parts of the format in more detail, relational time 
gives the program leader an opportunity to interact individually with 
as many students as possible before the organized part of the program 
begins. The primary goals are to convey to individual kids that they 
have strengths as well as things that need work, that each is a unique 
individual, that each has a voice that the program leader is willing to 
listen and respond to, and that each student has the capacity to make 
decisions. These conversations are brief, sometimes as the program 
leader walks by a student—for example just noticing some new shoes, 
commenting on a contribution the student made in the last meeting, 
asking if he/she is willing to be a youth leader today or, on the other 
hand, “can you pick up the pace a little compared to the last meet-
ing?” You can plan for these little talks by deciding before the pro-
gram begins what student assets, issues, or individual characteristics 
might be worth a small conversation.

The awareness talk’s purpose is to gradually introduce students to 
the levels and request that they take responsibility for not only know-
ing them but putting them into practice. Once they know the levels, 
you can ask for volunteers to tell the group what this program is really 
about in their own words. By teaching or reminding peers about their 
responsibilities, participants are beginning to assume the role of youth 
leader. Helpful tips for most adult leaders—and sometimes the kids—
are the “ten word rule” and the question-answer ratio. The ten word 
rule states that you have ten words to make your point. There are 
three reasons for this rule: First, adults who assume leadership posi-
tions in kids’ programs often talk too much, long after students have 
“checked out.” Second, the awareness talk meeting should be brief. 
And third, being brief and to the point gives potential youth leaders 
a model when they assume leadership roles. Of course, it isn’t really 
a ten word rule, because more words are often necessary to make a 
point. But it does emphasize the need to keep it short. Another tip 
is the question-answer ratio. Both adults and kids tend to tell rather 
than ask. Questions tend to engage students; statements tend to be 
ignored. The point is to achieve a balance between the two.

The planned physical activities, just like the other parts of the daily 
format, need to be responsibility-based. A few examples make this 
clear:

Direct instruction is useful at level one to teach protection of the rights • 
and feelings of everyone, for example, by requiring a certain number of 
players on offense to touch the ball before it can be shot in team sports 
such as basketball, soccer, and lacrosse (or sent over the net in  volleyball), 
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the number depending on players’ skills and the number of players on a 
side. The point is to ensure that all kids get involved. Over time, the rule 
can be relaxed, because students learn that cooperating with all team-
mates is part of the game.
At level two, you can modify tasks (drills) in two ways to shift respon-• 
sibility to students (and promote self-motivation): First, by allowing 
them to modify the task so that it is more or less challenging depending 
on their skill level, and second, by making the tasks self-paced so that 
they can move from one station to another on their own as they com-
plete the tasks.
Also at level two, participants can be provided a choice in game play, for • 
example, a highly competitive game in which winning is prioritized, a 
game that places emphasis on cooperation and playing as well as they 
can rather than on the score, and a practice area for students who decide 
they are not ready to, or not interested in, playing a game.
Level three activities include the option for kids to work on their own • 
on a prescribed task without direct supervision, as long as they are 
responsible enough to work independently. An advanced form of level 
three is to introduce a goal-setting progression so students can choose 
their own goals, make a plan, attempt to carry it out, and evaluate its 
success.
Level four focuses on helping others and leadership. The first step in • 
this process could be reciprocal coaching (adapted from Mosston & 
Ashworth, 1994) in which students pair up for a drill with one student 
as the coach and the other the player. The coaches, armed with a few 
simple cues for the task (e.g., shooting the basketball or soccer ball, 
passing a volleyball), assist their player partners by observing the 
assigned task (e.g., basketball shooting or throwing a ball) several times 
while giving feedback about the players’ performance in relation to the 
cues. Then the coaches and players switch roles. (See chapter 6, 
Leadership Awareness, for more information regarding reciprocal 
coaching and other strategies.)

The group meeting at its best offers an often-rare opportunity for stu-
dents to gain “experience in deliberating about the common good” 
(Power, 2002, p. 134). Just asking students what they liked, if any-
thing, and/or disliked, if anything about today’s program is one way 
to get started. If time is short, they can remain standing while a cou-
ple of them volunteer one of their likes or dislikes. Then others can 
be asked to raise their hands if they agree with what the volunteers 
said. This way, they are given a voice without taking much time, and 
the program director gets a sense of their preferences. Eventually, 
when youth have leadership roles, they can be asked first “how it 
went today” with their team or group, then the other students can 
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share their views. Often, issues are raised. One rule is not to blame 
anyone by name; instead, share the problem without names. When 
issues are raised, others should be asked for suggestions to fix the 
problem, again without names. Participants can be asked who made 
positive contributions to others today, including saying “nice job” 
to someone, paying attention to the youth leader’s instruction, solv-
ing a conflict, or helping someone with a skill or problem. They can 
also be asked how we, the adult leaders, could do a better job. Since 
students are rarely (very rarely) asked to evaluate an adult, this ques-
tion will take some explaining and coaxing. But it will also make the 
adult leader more human. For the group meeting to work, you must 
be careful not to share your observations about the day until students 
have talked. Then you can speak to share observations and/or com-
ment on the group’s discussion if necessary.

While the group meeting involves evaluating the program, reflec-
tion time emphasizes the kids evaluating themselves, and more spe-
cifically how well they carried out their responsibilities (the levels). 
The questions can be simply stated, for example, “how was your self-
control today? Your teamwork? Your effort? Did you set any goals 
for yourself? Did you help anyone today? How was your self-control 
in school since we last met (outside the gym)?” Their answers can 
be verbal, written, or indicated by a physical gesture such as raising 
hands or using thumbs pointed up for “my self-control (for example) 
was good today,” sideways for “my teamwork was okay today,” and 
down for “my leadership needs work.” Once again, you talk last, if at 
all. If someone’s self-evaluation seems a stretch, the director may ask 
for evidence or have a private conversation after the meeting. Both the 
group meeting and reflection time require that students you in order 
to give honest responses, something that takes time to develop.

Strategies for Problems that Arise
Several general strategies exist for dealing with problems that arise in 
the program. Some of these strategies are also useful for youth lead-
ers, for example, using reflection in planning and debriefing a lesson, 
learning how to reflect-in-action, and making a solutions bank.

Self-reflection involves planning for possible problems before the 
program and reflecting after the program on what happened and what 
actions should have been taken for problems that cropped up. One way 
to prepare is to make a solutions bank (Orlick, 1980) that consists of 
“If . . . then” statements in which the “ifs” are problems that could arise, 
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and the “thens” are what might be done to deal with each problem. 
A solutions bank may not provide suitable answers to problems that do 
occur, but it prepares you for unexpected possibilities. In the process, 
it fattens your “bag of tricks.” Reflection-in-action (Schon, 1987) con-
sists of making a quick judgment “on one’s feet” (i.e., while working 
with kids) in relation to a specific unanticipated problem. It differs from 
what Schon calls knowing-in-action, because knowing does not require 
a creative in-the-moment response. A similar strategy contrasts techni-
cal challenges which involve known responses with adaptive challenges 
which have no clear solution (Heifeitz & Linsky, 2002).

Examples of more specific strategies include:

The accordion principle, which tightens and loosens empowerment • 
opportunities with each student’s ability to demonstrate responsibility.
Conflict resolution strategies such as sport court elected by students • 
who deliberate and make judgments in the case.
These abbreviated examples are just a few of many strategies available • 
to deal with problems that arise. Others include a sit-out progression, 
the talking bench, an adult-directed group, self-officiating, and making 
new rules (Hellison, 2003).
Some of these strategies require one-on-one “counseling time” between • 
you and an individual student. Counseling time, in comparison to rela-
tional time, focuses on identifying the student’s problem, exploring and 
negotiating solutions, making a specific plan, and follow-up. Examples 
that often benefit from counseling time include repeated conflicts with 
others, selfishness (“it’s all about me”), low motivation, inability to 
work independently, and irresponsible leadership.

Adult Leader Responsibilities
If you are now or aspire to be an adult leader of the kind of program 
we are describing, you will be responsible for putting into practice the 
levels of responsibility; format, including the integration of specific 
responsibility-based strategies; and strategies for specific problems 
and issues that arise. Without their integration into every program 
session, taking personal and social responsibility will become rhetoric 
(e.g., “this is a description of what we do in our programs”) versus 
reality (e.g., “what you are observing is kids taking responsibility in 
our program”).

In a TPSR-based program, you have five responsibilities. First and 
foremost is the need to develop positive relationships with each student 
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insofar as possible. Professionals associated with youth development 
sometimes refer to this as the three Rs: Relationships, relationships, 
relationships. Second, you need to gradually shift power to, or share 
power with, the students. In other words, students need to have own-
ership in the program. They need to be able to make decisions and 
to learn from both successes and failures of their decisions. Recent 
conversations with different groups of adult youth workers suggested 
that most view empowerment as important but few know how to 
empower kids.

Self-reflection is the third adult leader responsibility. In Teaching 
Responsibility through Physical Activity (Hellison, 2003), self-
 reflection was presented as a component of empowerment, because 
self-reflection is part of the empowerment process of helping students 
learn to make wise personal and social-moral decisions and giving 
them opportunities to do so. Tom added self-reflection as a separate 
theme in his leadership stages, which more fully supports the purpose 
of TPSR. In subsequent publications and presentations (e.g., Hellison, 
Martinek, & Walsh, 2007) self-reflection was separated from empow-
erment and presented as a third director responsibility.

The fourth responsibility is embedding TPSR principles and strat-
egies into the physical activity content. This is exceedingly difficult, 
because the vast majority of physical education teachers and coaches 
find that these principles and strategies are very different than most 
of what they have been doing on a daily basis since they were students 
and athletes. Those who attempt to implement TPSR report that the 
awareness talk, group meeting, and reflection time are easier to learn 
and do than embedding responsibility principles and strategies into 
the physical activity content. As in all of these ideas, it usually works 
better to start small, with something you think you and your students 
can do and then build from there. (See Hellison, 2003, pp. 123–134 
for more ideas.)

The final adult leader responsibility is teaching for transfer, imple-
menting one small idea from TPSR. Teaching for transfer is difficult 
for a couple of reasons. It is practiced outside of the physical activity 
program, making it difficult to observe in practice, reflect on, and 
make adjustments, unless someone outside of the program is enlisted 
to help, such as a classroom teacher, a counselor or social worker, 
a playground supervisor, and/or a parent. However, transfer can be 
addressed in the awareness talk as one of the program’s goals even 
though it goes on outside the gym, as well as in reflection time when 
a couple of minutes can be devoted to reflecting on whether  anything 
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inside the program is influencing outside values, attitudes, and/or 
behaviors. These are beginning steps in the transfer process, which 
culminates in stage four, the Self-actualized Leader (see chapter 8).

Framework versus Spirit

To remind ourselves as well as others interested in adopting the frame-
work, we include the caveat that TPSR is more than a framework with 
specific things to do; it also possesses a spirit. Nick Forsberg of Regina 
University in Canada described it not as a way of teaching or running 
a program but as “a way of being” (personal communication). It is also 
a way to relate to kids as well as a way to focus on the whole person.

Leadership Stage One: Learning to 
Take Responsibility

As the first leadership stage, TPSR helps program participants learn 
to take responsibility and provides a jumping off point for writing this 
book. Specific examples of first stage youth leadership experiences, as 
described above, include:

Learning to put into practice respect for others, self-motivation and • 
teamwork, and self-direction including goal-setting as prerequisites to 
being a youth leader.
Contributing to the awareness talk.• 
Exploring reciprocal and peer coaching.• 

TPSR has been used in in-school PE, after-school youth development 
programs, youth sport, and even in non-sport programs such as ele-
mentary school and secondary school classes (e.g., social studies, 
math). In our work, all our cross-age leaders have previously partic-
ipated in an extended day sport club as participants (i.e., club mem-
bers) learning to take responsibility. The “club” concept is emphasized 
at all times to the students so they feel that they have “ownership” 
in the program. Don has two clubs called the “Coaching Club” and 
“Martial Arts Leadership Club” and has had interns run a soccer 
club, a jazz dance club, and a fitness-nutrition club. Tom’s program 
is called the “Project Effort Sport Club” and encompasses a variety 
of sports and physical activities. All clubs involve students in phys-
ical activity experiences that emphasize taking personal and social/
moral responsibility. The club experiences also wean kids into more 
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responsible leadership roles, something that is initiated in Stage one 
and more fully developed at stages two, three, and four.

In short, developing caring, compassionate, sensitive, and respon-
sive leaders has been central to our work for a long time. The leader-
ship stages are a natural progression of our work with kids.

Insights and Take-aways

What is the definition of responsibility or “being responsible?” Adult • 
leaders sometimes—perhaps often—define responsibility as “doing 
what I tell you.” TPSR is based on a different definition of responsibil-
ity, one which empowers students to take responsibility so that they 
have opportunities to practice and reflect on decisions made as well as 
to explore the values involved in the decision-making process.
TPSR is the foundation for the youth leadership program we envision. • 
Leadership experiences begin here, as students move through the lev-
els of responsibility—reinforced by relational time, the awareness 
talk,  specific responsibilities in the activity program, and group- and 
 self-reflection. This process encourages kids to recognize and act on the 
need to take responsibility and be accountable for their decisions and 
actions.
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Stage Two: Leadership Awareness

You never know when you make a memory.

—Ricky Lee Jones

In chapter 5, TPSR’s level four (helping and leading others) repre-
sented the beginning of the leadership experience. In both our pro-
grams we have always made sure that kids have a reasonable grasp 
of the first three levels of responsibility (i.e., self control and respect 
for others, self-motivation, and self-direction). Stage two, Leadership 
Awareness, brings to students experiences that further help them pro-
cess the interpersonal skills needed to help others. Working at this 
stage of leadership development initiates a fundamental shift in the 
way students view their relationship with others. They begin to real-
ize that the focus is now on others—rather than themselves. They 
begin to recognize and respond to the feelings and needs of others. 
Child psychologist William Damon underscores the importance of 
providing the right opportunities that foster such empathic tendencies 
in children and youth (Damon, 1990). Along with this, both con-
fidence and courage will become the allies for students. These two 
attributes help to rebut the all too common perception of peers that it 
is not “cool” to step up and help another.

Because students will have their first in-depth experience in help-
ing and leading others during this stage, it is wise to wean them into 
to making these social contributions. This is done by presenting a 
range of simple to more complex helping roles.
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Pin-pointing and Acknowledging Leadership

A good starting point for introducing the concept of helping roles is 
to simply look for examples of leadership. Mike Reeder, a teacher in 
one of Minnesota’s alternative high schools, uses the strategy of “pin- 
pointing.” That is, he looks for acts of leadership that occur during his 
class sessions. For example, when one of his students helps another or 
offers to help with equipment distribution, he acknowledges the stu-
dent’s action privately, or sometimes in front of the class. He believes 
(as we do) that public and private recognition by the teacher or adult 
leader often adds credence to the leadership action for most kids.

At the same time, it is important to be sensitive to each individual’s 
response to public acknowledgement—sometimes it can backfire on 
you! Some kids don’t want to be singled out. It may be too embarrass-
ing for them. One way to avoid putting the child in an uncomfortable 
position is to ask him or her if it’s okay to talk about the action with 
the rest of the class. Doing this shows that you understand the stu-
dent’s side of things. Dignity and self worth is preserved and the value 
of public acknowledgment is insured.

Pin-pointing helping actions doesn’t always have to be done by you. 
During our group meetings or reflection times, we have asked club mem-
bers to identify those who contributed in a positive way to the club ses-
sion. You will be amazed at what kids will recognize as helping roles. 
Identifying a fellow club member who resolves a conflict between two 
other members or spontaneously shows a club member how to shoot a 
jump shot or tells a teammate not to “hog the ball” are just a few examples 
of what kids will bring up given the opportunity. In many ways, peer rec-
ognition can have more impact than recognition from the adult leader.

Peer and Team Coaching

Other ways of fostering leadership awareness is through peer teaching 
and team coaching. Unlike pin-pointing, these two approaches offer 
more structured opportunities for experiencing leading and helping 
roles. It is at this stage where you will find that specific pedagogical 
strategies come into play.

Peer Coaching

In chapter 5 we introduced the idea of using “peer coaching” as 
a way of teaching the concept of TPSR level four—Helping and 
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Leading Others. In peer coaching (a form of Muska Mosston and 
Sarah Ashworth’s 1994 reciprocal teaching), students are paired with 
another student. One is assigned as a teacher who teaches the other 
a sport skill. Kids can also choose a partner but the choice must be 
with the intent of helping someone in a positive way. After awhile 
the roles are reversed. The students learn how to observe and give 
feedback to a fellow club member who is performing a particular 
sport skill. However, simply telling them to teach each other without 
guidance can result in a disastrous and counterproductive experience. 
Remember, not all kids are a Michael Jordan or a Cheryl Swoopes 
(although they will tell you they are!). Therefore, providing a few, 
simple, cues during this “weaning process” will help them immensely 
in their new role as a teacher. The point here is that guidance will be 
needed to build the confidence to step up and take on more challeng-
ing leadership roles such as teaching two or three peers at a time.

The use of acronyms can help leaders use cues. For example, we 
have used the term “BEEF” to represent key parts of the jump shot 
(e.g., balance position, elbows in, elevation, follow through). The kids 
never forget this word! Also, it becomes a great device to help the 
learner remember what to focus on. When asked what they did you 
learn from you coach, they often say, “I learned BEEF!!” The peer 
coaches can also create their own acronyms. One peer coach came 
up with the word “FAT” for teaching a basketball lay up (foot—use 
proper take-off foot, altitude—jump high and straight, touch—use 
soft touch against the glass).

Another strategy is to have “task cards or sheets” that describe cer-
tain cues. Having something written is a good way to start for those 
who are peer coaching for the first time. These serve as prompts for 
the coach during the coaching experience. After awhile, giving the 
cues orally can be just as effective. Table 6.1 illustrates what a task 
card would include for teaching specific volleyball skills.

Since peer teaching involves a shift of teaching responsibility toward 
the student, it is important to avoid subverting this new role by not 
intervening. Every time you step in to teach, the unspoken message is 
that the teacher is doing an unsatisfactory job. This significantly low-
ers the legitimacy of the teaching role. We have found that stepping 
in to assist the peer teacher is a very natural reaction by most adult 
leaders. The “let-me-help-you” tendency becomes almost habitual. In 
order to insure that peer teaching becomes an authentic power-shar-
ing experience, adult leaders must overcome this instinct and replace it 
with subtler means of guidance. Questions like “How is your partner 
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doing?” “How is the position of her feet?” “What do you think he 
needs to work on?” help guide the peer coach toward areas that may 
need further work. Judy Twine, a middle school teacher in North 
Carolina, has a more indirect way to help the teacher. She uses non-
verbal gestures to assist her peer coach while standing in back of the 
performer. For example, she would point to her knee to tell the teacher 
that he needed to have the performer’s knees bent or cup her hands 
around her mouth to have the teacher speak louder.

There also will be moments when direct guidance is necessary. For 
instance, if a peer coach is being too critical a negative situation for 
the learner can be created. Some peer coaches may get “carried away” 
with correcting the learner. After all, there is a limit to the amount of 
negative feedback that even the most secure student can withstand.

Reflection also becomes a critical part of the peer coaching process. 
One way to provide introspection by the students is to have the stu-
dents share how well the other coached them. You can do this by hav-
ing them come together in pairs after a coaching session. Or you may 
have a quick group reflection period after the coaches have finished 
teaching. We have a couple of ground rules with either form of reflec-
tion. One rule is to have the coaches respond first to  questions like: 

Table 6.1 Teaching cues for volleyball

Forearm Pass
• Hands/thumbs together
• Elbows Straight
• Knees bent
• Feet should width apart
• Contact point just above hands
• Eyes on ball

Set
• Feet are shoulder width apart and knees bent
•  Index fingers and thumbs form window (triangle) with rest 

of the fingers Spread
• Elbows out and eyes on ball
• Contact of ball with finger tips (soft touch)

Serve (Underhand)
• Body facing target area
• One foot ahead of the other and knees bent
• Arm extended out while holding ball in palm of hand
• Striking hand in paddle shape (top of fingers bent)
• Contact point is at heal of hand
• Follow through after contact

9780230612365ts07.indd   689780230612365ts07.indd   68 8/5/2009   6:23:04 PM8/5/2009   6:23:04 PM



Stage 2: Leadership Awareness    69

“How did your partner do?” “What were some things that worked 
for you?” Having the coaches go first helps to affirm the value of their 
role as a coach and teacher. Then follow up by having the performer 
evaluate the coaches. You should have some questions ready that 
specifically focus on the coaches . . . not the players. Questions like, 
“How well did you get coached?” “What were some helpful things 
that the coach taught you (a good way to find out whether the cues 
were emphasized by the coaches)?” “What were some of the positive 
things the coach said to you?” “In what way do you think you got bet-
ter?” Having both the coach and the player respond this way insures 
that both feel they were helpful to one another.

As kids get more confident with their coaching role, they will be 
ready to coach a group of peers. This will be especially appropriate 
for the older elementary and middle school students who are ready to 
coach a larger group of peers. One way to help them assume this new 
role is to let them lead the entire class in an activity. One example of this 
is having a student lead fitness or skill drills at the beginning of class.

Having you demonstrate and provide directions first for them is 
helpful here. For example, we have used a dribbling drill where the 
kids follow the dribbling path of the adult leader while in a defen-
sive stance. The “follow the leader” concept continues by asking who 
would like to lead the group next. Don’t worry. Hands will go up and 
kids love to not only lead but show off.

Later, they can begin to make decisions on what to teach the class. 
You can also bring in the students who want to lead while the rest of 
the group is engaged in free play or practice. Giving a few simple direc-
tions as to what to do or some written tasks/cues on a note card will 
help get things started. Initially meetings like these may take a couple 
of minutes but after awhile the meeting time will become shorter.

Another time that you can have students coach (teach) peers is dur-
ing station work. Having kids lead in small numbered stations (e.g., 6 
to 8 kids at a station) has worked well in our programs. In basketball, 
for example, you can have a number of stations that focus on specific 
basketball skills with a peer coach leading at each station. Each coach 
can then be responsible for teaching that skill to smaller groups of 
peers. By rotating of the small groups, the peer coach can repeat the 
lesson. This allows the coach to make changes if needed.

Team Coaching

Team coaching is much like the sport education model developed by 
Daryl Siedentop (Siedentop, 1994). However, our approach to team 
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coaching differs from sport education in several ways. First, there 
is less emphasis on the competitive nature of the sport that is being 
coached. Individual game statistics are not kept, game scores are not 
recorded, and team standings do not exist in our programs. Rather, 
fair play, including and respecting the skill and size differences of 
others, and controlling actions and negative impulses are some of the 
main issues that our coaches focus in on. In fact, who wins and who 
loses are rare points of discussion during our group talks. Rather, 
acknowledgement of who contributed to the team and in what ways 
the coach helped the team improve are the usual focal points of dis-
cussion. A second difference is that coaches are empowered to make 
decisions about their team and the conduct of the game. There are 
no referees since we want the players and the coach to be responsible 
for calling fouls and finding consensus on other game play decisions 
(e.g., out of bounds and traveling calls).

In team coaching students are asked to run a small practice, mon-
itor a game, and oversee the conduct of fair play. Having some sport 
knowledge and skill are helpful but not required when selecting lead-
ers. What will be required are these developmental signs:

A sincere interest in being helpful to a peer. That is, there are caring and • 
compassionate feelings toward the well-being of others;
Your ability to size up students who can readily take on the responsibil-• 
ity of helping others;
Inner strength in the student leaders so they can have the courage to • 
make decisions that are not always popular with their peers. For exam-
ple, leaders need to be able confront those who are fooling around and 
are not focused (Hellison, 2003, p. 73).

The impulse for some students who are not skilled is to quickly volun-
teer to coach. However, finding themselves coaching their peers is not 
as easy as it seems. Frustration and embarrassment can quickly take 
over their desire to be “in charge.” This results in a negative circum-
stance for both the coach and players. When this happens, the “right 
to exit” the situation is always there for the student. We ask the leader 
if she or he wants some help from one of the players. In most cases, 
the coach is more the willing to relinquish the reigns.

Another thing for you to consider will be the process of determining 
the composition of teams. Selection of teams can be done a couple of 
ways . . . you may add yours to these. One way is for you to make up the 
teams ahead of time. A more empowering approach is to meet with the 
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coaches and have then select team members emphasizing that equal 
distribution of skill is a must.

At the beginning, help from you will be needed in planning the prac-
tice. For example, a simple practice plan made out by you is a good 
way to start. The plan is given during a brief meeting with the coaches 
while their teams are shooting around. The plan can include a few sim-
ple drills, basic rules to enforce, and defensive and offensive patterns. 
The plan can be given orally or it can be written on card. A scripted 
plan on a card like the one shown in table 6.2 (thanks to Dave Walsh) 
is a nice supplement to oral directions. Later, the coaches can create 
their own practice plans (which will probably look like yours!). Your 
guidance might also include reminders about calling and conducting 
time outs and ways of dealing with arguments and misconduct issues.

Another important role of the coach is to monitor the play of the 
game. We ask coaches to enforce certain rules which (we believe) help 
the game go well for all the participants. Remember, there will be 
considerable variability in the skill level of players of a given team. 
Here are four simple rules that we have used for our basketball coach-
ing clubs in Greensboro and Chicago:

All touch1. : All players must touch the ball before a shot can be taken. 
In soccer we have used a “two touch rule” where players must tap the 
ball two times before passing or shooting. In volleyball, we require a 
minimum one pass before hitting the ball over the net, while encourag-
ing two passes rather than one. Rationale: This insures that everyone 
is included in the play of the game (respecting the rights of others).
No full court pressing2. : Players must go down to the other end of the court 
after the other team gains control of the ball. Rationale: Kids (especially 
the less skilled ones) have a difficult time handing full court pressure.

Table 6.2 Team practice plan

First Part (five minutes)—practice drill:
 Two-line lay-up drill (one line rebounding the other shooting
 Switch lines at half way point

Second Part (five minutes)—go over zone defense:
 Two-one-two (stress zone of responsibility) on defense
 Offensive positions against zone defense (stress passing and moving)

Third Part (1 minute)—Go over rules:
 No pressing
 Soft defense
 All touch before shooting
 Build up—Don’t tear down
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Soft defense3. : Back off when guarding a player who is not very skillful. 
Rationale: This gives the less skilled player a better opportunity to 
make a pass, dribble, and/or shoot during play.
Zone defense4. : Both teams must be set up in a “tight” zone defense of 
their choice (i.e., 2–1-2, 1–2-2, 1–3-1) when defending the other team. 
Rationale: Again, skill level comes into play here. Less skilled (some-
times skilled) kids have a difficult time playing with a player constantly 
defending them. We have also found the man-to-man coverage results 
in a lot of “rough play” and trash talk as they try to “out-man” each 
other.
Positive support and no verbal abuse5. —Supporting one another is a 
must during the games. This often a challenge for the more skilled and 
competitive players. Rationale: “Put downs” don’t help kids get better, 
especially the less skilled. In Greensboro’s programs kids are reminded 
that their responsibility is to “Build up and don’t tear down” (a saying 
contributed by Dennis Johnson—thanks Dennis).

For half court play the rules can be slightly modified in this way:

All touch1. 
Soft defense2. 
No make it take it3. 
Take ball back on change of possession4. 
Build up—don’t tear down5. 

Coaches can help to enforce these rules or other issues by calling time 
outs to solve defensive and offensive problems and conflict issues. 
One system that we have used is a two-tiered one borrowed from one 
of Don’s former students, Nikos Georgiadis. Like the NBA, he has 
the coaches call a 20-second time out for small problems by touching 
their shoulders. For big problems, they form a T with their hands (See 
Hellison, 2003).

Players can also call a time out at any time during the game as long 
as they don’t abuse the privilege. At first, you can call the time outs so 
the players and coaches get an idea of their function and what rules 
need to be enforced. But this is just a starting point, if needed. The 
coaches (and players) need to recognize when something is not going 
well and be responsible for calling the time out. We tell our coaches 
that if we have to step in, then you are not doing your job! We have 
seen many kids (young and old) be able to assume this level of respon-
sibility. Getting kids to step up and get control of their team and the 
game in a positive way are stressed at all times. Some coaches have 
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been able to head things off before trouble starts between two players 
as well as make sure everyone is included.

Like peer teaching, team discussion and reflection are important end 
points of the coaching session. Whole group or individual team meet-
ings or both can take place here. In all instances, the peer coaches and 
then their players are asked to evaluate the practice, the game, and who 
on their team made positive contributions. Lastly, you, the adult leader, 
can share your thoughts about their practice and the game. Any com-
ments—especially positive ones—about the peer coaches can be made 
during this time. The meeting ends with self-reflection by having each 
team member show thumbs up, sideways, or down as an indication of 
how he or she did regarding self control, self-motivation, self- direction, 
and helping others. You should also ask if what they did today can be 
used outside the gym. Sometimes, the peer coaches and players can 
evaluate in a less public way. One simple way that we have done this in 
Greensboro, is to hand each student an index card. On one side they 
write down a letter grade (A, B, C, D, F) as to how the team did over-
all and describe (very briefly) the reason for the grade. On the other 
side, they grade their performance—that is how they contributed to the 
team along with reason for the grade. They can put their name on the 
card if they wish or they can leave it off. In some cases, the response 
may be more honest ones when doing it in a more private way.

Peer leadership in physical activities that do not have teams and 
games is carried out differently. In martial arts for example, peer lead-
ers volunteer to teach a particular skill such as a side kick or a block 
to everyone in the program. They are given a cue card for the skill 
they have chosen and are required to study the cues before attempting 
to teach (homework!). When they say they are ready to teach, they 
take over the class for a brief time and later reflect on how well they 
did with help from the adult leader. Another peer leadership role in 
martial arts is to be in charge of a station—for example, a kicking 
station at which the peer leader holds up a large kicking pad and gives 
the few kids at his or her station instructions to guide them when it is 
their turn to kick at the target. Then the peer leader gives feedback to 
each student regarding kicking form.

Insights and Take-aways

Any time you create conditions that force youth to sacrifice their own 
personal values for the sake of helping another out, inner conflict 
emerges. Individual values, beliefs, and human purpose come into 
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play where no matter how structured or unstructured you make the 
experience, the frailty of all three can be easily uncovered. Dealing 
with the ups and downs as kids try to help others will require you to 
tightly hold on to your own core values as you create each experience 
for your kids. Power sharing, reflection, and responsible guidance are 
now expected by the peer teacher and coach . . . these expectations, 
although introduced in stage one, will not be ingrained in most youths’ 
skill sets. So your persistence in guiding your students through this 
stage of leadership awareness is critical, and thoughtful integration 
of the strategies from this chapter will be of equal importance. After 
all, getting students to see themselves as leaders and begin thinking 
of larger responsibilities of leadership will be your ultimate goal. In 
order to reach this goal here are some final thoughts from this chapter 
that you should take with you:

Stage two—Leadership Awareness—is the jumping off point for apply-• 
ing TPSR values to leadership experiences. It is an extension of TPSR’s 
level four. Students must have a good grasp the concepts underlying the 
first three levels of TPSR (see chapter 3) to advance to this stage.
Progression is important to wean the student from one-on-one to group • 
leadership responsibility.
Reflection and group affirmation are integral parts of the experiences • 
in this stage. Since this will be the students’ first in-depth experience  
being a responsible leader, guidance by you is tantamount to insure 
deeper meaning of the experience.
Both younger and older kids are capable of providing leadership to their • 
peers and making good decisions during the process. However, you will 
need to adjust the experiences so they are developmentally appropriate.
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Stage Three: Cross-age Leadership

I feel like I am respected because the children listen to what I am saying and they 
take it to heart.

—Youth Leader Corps member

Earlier we described our leadership programs in Chicago and 
Greensboro (i.e., Urban Youth Leader Project and Youth Leader 
Corps). We also mentioned similar programs that operate in Denver 
(Nick Cutforth’s Energizer Club) and San Francisco (Dave Walsh’s 
Career Club). All of these programs, while unique in structure have 
common features to them. First, they all extend the notion of respon-
sibility through leadership experiences. Second, most of the leaders 
were previous members in their respective sport clubs. And third, they 
were able to see how the values of personal and social responsibility 
were reflected through physical activity. They saw them through their 
own participation and by watching their adult leaders.

This is the way we did it. You may choose to—or need to—proceed 
differently, depending on your leadership position, setting, access to 
assistants who can help you, and other factors (see chapter 10 on 
problem-solving).

All of our programs introduce to the leaders effective teaching 
strategies that help them experience success. These strategies include 
thoughtful planning as well as “on-the-feet” teaching techniques. 
Having a grasp of these is not automatically gained with most lead-
ers. Although a few leaders may have a reasonable grasp of teaching 
approaches, most young leaders will need guidance.

Cross-age Leadership represents the third stage of leadership devel-
opment. Sometimes this stage is referred to as “cross-age teaching,” 

9780230612365ts08.indd   759780230612365ts08.indd   75 8/5/2009   2:33:37 PM8/5/2009   2:33:37 PM



76    Youth Leadership in Sport

although our kids like the term leader since they have already taught 
others their own age as described in stages one and two (chapters 5 
and 6). Stage three leadership experiences are for those students who 
are ready and able to teach younger kids not only sport skills but 
also TPSR values. Consequently, this stage marks the beginning of 
developing leadership qualities that influence others to be responsi-
ble, caring, and compassionate human beings. There is also a fun-
damental shift in the way young people view themselves as a leader. 
They now begin to feel connected to a program they own (e.g., Youth 
Leader Corps)—a program that is mutually beneficial for them and 
the younger kids with whom they work. Although still present, their 
self-interests and needs begin to take a back seat to a commitment to 
help younger kids—they want to develop a positive relationship with 
them (Martinek, Schilling, & Hellison, 2006).

At this stage, progression and long-term planning, where  leaders 
plan units of instruction over multiple lessons, are now required. 
Each lesson is built upon the previous one in order to accommodate 
a variety of skill and readiness levels of the children for whom they 
will be responsible. Along with planning, the pedagogy of organizing 
a class, observing what’s going on, and communicating clearly are 
introduced.

By providing a sport program to other kids from the community, 
the concept of service learning is also introduced during this stage. 
Service learning is based on the assumption that young people (even 
our leaders) have a desire to be helpful to others (Hellison et al., 
2007). Schools, universities, youth agencies, and churches all provide 
a variety of service opportunities to its members. Projects that engage 
young people in working with the homeless, beautifying parks and 
highways, building homes for Habitat for Humanity, and mentoring 
in school programs are just a few of the many ways these outside 
agencies try to instill the spirit of service in others. Unfortunately, 
many of our leaders have not had these opportunities, thus making 
this service learning experience a starting point to serve others and 
their community. Later, widening service opportunities will be part 
of the youth leader’s program agenda.

Approaches to Cross-age Leadership

Cross-age leading programs can also be organized several ways. The 
approach you select will be based on what you feel is the best fit 
for your leaders. Their readiness and past experience will weigh in 
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here. Two ways that have worked for us are assisting in a lesson and 
 teaching in small and large groups (Hellison, 2003).

Assisting in a Lesson

This approach has been frequently used with “first time” leaders who 
are not quite sure of themselves. Here you can pair leaders to teach 
lessons to younger children where one of the leaders teaches, let’s say 
a running tag game with some of the kids while the other is work-
ing with others on stretching exercises. Sometimes you may want the 
leader to work with an individual child who needs special assistance, 
or monitor a game or small group practice. Or you may have the 
leader watch you teach first. They can watch the way you organize 
and monitor an activity, give feedback, and conduct the closing reflec-
tion activity. Later on the leader takes over.

Teaching a Small and Large Group

With these approaches, each leader teaches with the same group for 
an entire lesson. Station work can use small group teaching by letting 
the leaders stay with their home group for the entire time. In large 
group teaching, some leaders may be able to handle the challenges 
of teaching an entire lesson to the whole group of children—they 
become like you! Over our years we have found that some leaders are 
capable of doing this. Of course, careful planning is needed here and 
usually this method is relegated to those leaders who are more expe-
rienced and confident.

What It Takes

Six core elements should be used to insure success of any cross-age 
leadership program. They are: (1) community connections with out-
side agencies that can supply younger children with whom to work, 
(2) a routine for leaders and participants to follow, (3) orientation and 
training to prepare the leaders for their new role, (4) teaching oppor-
tunities for leaders, (5) reflection and discussion, and (6) recognition 
and celebration (Hellison et al., 2000).

Community Connections

An important starting point is to identify and contact agencies that are 
willing to supply children for your leaders to teach. Of course, many 
of you may have kids readily accessible for your leadership program. 
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For example, if you work at a youth agency such as a Boys and Girls 
Club or a YMCA or teach PE at a K-8 school, younger kids will be 
available. Kim Berg, an elementary PE teacher, ran a “Breakfast Club” 
before school began and had middle school leaders work with selected 
elementary students who were struggling in the classroom.

For those who do not have an immediate source, connections and 
arrangements need to be made to either have kids come to your site or 
for you to gain access to the host site. For example, the Greensboro 
program is a campus-based program where children are transported 
to campus from outside agencies (i.e., schools and Head Start cen-
ters, child day care centers, local schools and Boys and Girls Clubs). 
Transportation, scheduling, selection of kids, and distance are impor-
tant considerations when tapping into these outside resources.

Dave Walsh offers three important strategies that can help facili-
tate positive community connections (Walsh, 2002). First, you need 
to identify a contact person at the site. This person should be one 
who has direct contact with other staff and the youths. This person 
will help recruit kids, arrange transportation (if needed), inform other 
staff about the program, and even help in the evaluation process. 
Second, determine the age, gender, and number of kids that will be 
provided. Also, be sure that you get parents’ names and phone num-
bers for emergency situations. And third, talk to the youths about the 
program, their commitment to it, and your role. Most will not have a 
clue about what the program is about or what your expectations for 
them will be. This meeting can take place at the site during- or after-
operation hours.

This list of strategies to get younger kids involved in a cross-age 
leadership program can be daunting if you work alone and have a 
hundred other things to do. One of us runs a cross-age program very 
similar to what has been described. The other, who has less support 
and more of a “wing-it” style, has found nearby programs for youn-
ger kids with adult leaders willing to accommodate some kind of 
cross-age leadership program. If he gets approval, he tells his young 
leaders to take public transportation and be ready to “hit the ground 
running” when they arrive at the younger kids’ site. Admittedly, this 
approach often looks pretty chaotic at first, but an hour every day 
devoted to post-leadership reflection by the youth leaders (led by the 
adult leader) gradually develops a routine with the young kids that, 
for the most part, works. A strength of this approach is that the youth 
leaders learn from the ground up about how to do this work. A weak-
ness, as one graduate student observing the program put it, is that 
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“You [the adult leader] just throw them in there!” How does the adult 
leader respond to that?

Program Routine

There may be many ways to organize your leadership sessions. 
Regardless of the approach you decide to take, it is important to estab-
lish some routine that will be sustained throughout your program. 
The routine should be explained during the orientation meeting. This 
will help set the right tone for your leaders and the children with 
whom they work. Both of us have followed a similar routine through 
the years although there may be slight variations between them. Here 
is the routine our programs usually follow:

After the children enter the gym, they warm up by choosing a 
skill (e.g., volleying, passing, playing catch) and practice on their 
own or with a youth leader. During the first session, the children 
will be divided into smaller groups (six to eight) and assigned to a 
youth leader as a “home group.” They will remain in that group for 
the remainder of the semester. Next, the adult leader calls the partici-
pants, staff, and youth leaders into a circle, reminds them of the daily 
goal(s) (e.g., trying your best), and sends them to their home stations. 
Later, the adult leader may assign one of the leaders to take on the 
responsibility of starting the program.

After five to seven minutes of instruction, the home groups rotate 
to another leader (station) who teaches them a different lesson while 
focusing on the daily goal(s). Each lesson is concluded with a “reflec-
tion” session. The youth leader reviews the skill and subsequently 
asks the children to reflect on their performance and their ability to 
work on the goal(s).

When leaders are paired together several options are available. One 
option is to have one leader teach the activity portion of the lesson 
and the other run the small group reflection sessions. Another option 
is to have one leader teach a skill (e.g., basketball dribbling) to half 
the group and the other teach defensive footwork to the other half. 
A third option, one that is most often used by leaders, is to switch 
roles with each rotation—one teaches and the other assists.

When the groups have rotated to all stations, they return to 
their “home-base” leader for final reflection. Then the groups come 
together with the program adult leader for large group discussion fol-
lowed by dismissal.

After the kids have left, the adult leader, assistants, and youth lead-
ers meet to talk about how things went and what things need to be 
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worked on for the next session. Leaders then go off on their own 
(with the assistant) to do self- and assistant evaluations and to plan 
for next week’s session.

Many of these ideas require assistants to help the adult leader 
as well as other support structures. As noted above, one of us has 
attempted to do cross-age leadership with fewer resources, and some 
adult leaders have even fewer resources and other issues in trying to 
put such a program into practice. The rule of thumb is to come as 
close as you can to the ideal structure and format for conducting a 
cross-age leadership program. Sometimes it won’t be very close, but 
kids can still benefit from a more stripped down version.

Orientation and Training

Orientation and training helps the leaders make the transition from 
being a participant in a sport club to being a leader of one. This is a 
big role change for them and may require ample opportunity to pre-
pare for it. In a sense, some of the training and orientation has taken 
place because of the leaders’ previous membership in their TPSR sport 
club. They were able to see how the values of personal and social 
responsibility were reflected through physical activity and by watch-
ing you. Some were also able to step up and take on beginning leader-
ship roles. On the other hand, it would be a big mistake to assume that 
all leaders have a complete grasp of ways to effectively plan, organize, 
teach, and direct small group discussion, as well as self-reflect and 
evaluate. And there will be some leaders who do not have previous 
club experience with TPSR. So preparing them will be of even greater 
importance. In either case, guidance from you will be needed.

Orientation and training programs vary across different programs. 
In Chicago, for example, Don and his assistants use an “on the spot” 
training approach. That is, kids are immediately placed into a cross-
age leadership role where ample time is given to evaluate each session 
and prepare for the next. He has also used peer coaching in his middle 
school coaching clubs. The club becomes the training ground for his 
middle school kids. While Don has fewer resources than Tom, you 
may have fewer still, for example, no assistants. Once again, the rule 
of thumb is to get as close as you can.

Greensboro’s Youth Leader Corps program includes two days of 
training with each lasting about 60 minutes. On the first day, the adult 
leader meets with the youth leaders and assistants to review the goals 
and expectations of the program. The assistants are usually under-
graduate and graduate students from the university. Assistants provide 
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valuable support by guiding the leader in planning and teaching their 
lesson. If you have assistants, it is not a bad idea to have a separate 
meeting with them prior to the first with everyone. This provides an 
opportunity to have a candid discussion about their role and the impor-
tance of being committed to the goals of the program. Assistants can 
also be reminded that their job is to assist—not teach. They often have 
an innate urge to want to take over for a leader who may be flounder-
ing. This “rescue mentality” needs to be left at the doorstep. Jumping 
in only subverts the leader’s role and diminishes self confidence.

The major portion of the first session covers what we call the 
“Four Bs” of leadership. Each “B” represents a focal point for the prep-
aration and teaching of a lesson. The first B means “be ready.” That is, 
having the lesson plan, teaching area, and “mind” ready before kids 
arrive is a must. This is often a big challenge for many of the leaders 
who bring in all kinds of issues from school and home experiences.

The second B means “be enthused.” Youth leaders need to show 
kids that they are excited about being with them and really care about 
their learning. It is a good idea to remind them that a lousy attitude 
will quickly rub off on their kids. This is extremely important because 
leaders will vacillate in their willingness to take on the responsibili-
ties of leading others. A good example of this was when one of our 
leaders, Tina, had her group running around while she had her head 
phones on listening to a CD. When asked by her assistant what was 
up, she said that her kids were uptight and needed to let off steam for 
a couple of minutes.

“Be with it,” is the third B. This phrase is borrowed from Jacob 
Kounin’s concept called “withitness” (Kounin, 1970) and underscores 
the importance of monitoring how the children are interacting with 
one another and how they are learning. Observing, which is a dif-
ficult but important teaching skill, comes into play here. Knowing 
what to look for, where to stand, and when to give feedback are some 
of the ally skills necessary for effective observation.

The final B stands for “be a role model.” We always tell our leaders 
to never underestimate the influence they have by being a responsible 
leader. We remind them that kids not only look to leaders for guid-
ance, but they watch how they interact with other leaders and how 
they value their leadership role. In essence, what children see and hear 
will be viewed as “the norm” for the program.

Each leader is also given a notebook which serves as a personal 
place for journaling, lesson planning, and evaluation. Samples of the 
content of the notebook are provided in appendix 1.
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The session is concluded by asking leaders if they want the program 
to focus on only one sport (e.g., basketball) or multiple sports. Typically, 
they want to teach an activity with which they are familiar and there-
fore prefer a multiple sports format. In Don’s Chicago program a single 
sport is taught (usually basketball), since it is central to both leaders 
and younger kids’ lives (for better or worse). Kids provide their prefer-
ence on an index card and are subsequently matched according to their 
sport preference. Assistants are then assigned to the paired leaders.

The second day of orientation and training helps the leaders get 
comfortable with their new role as leaders. We have found that even 
if you have already had your leaders experience peer teaching (e.g., 
coaching clubs) the transition from club-participant to adult-leader/
teacher of young children can be a formidable one, for some more 
than others.

Leaders and assistants meet in the gym and review the program 
goals and routine. Here, the adult leader runs a mini-club session that 
includes leadership awareness strategies (peer teaching and coach-
ing). Both the leaders and assistants participate with the purpose of 
reviewing leadership roles. During the session the leaders act as par-
ticipants. The assistants are assigned to run a station with the leaders 
working in small groups rotating from station to station. This gives 
the leaders an idea of how the program will run and how reflection 
sessions are conducted. Afterward, the entire group meets to go over 
any issues that came up during the session. Finally, a meeting between 
the leaders and their assistants takes place to plan for the first day 
of the program. What to teach and who will teach it (in the case of 
paired leaders) are typically the focal points of this meeting. The les-
son plan is then entered in the planning book by each leader—ready 
for the first lesson that lies ahead.

Opportunities to Lead

Earlier we described various teaching opportunities that are provided 
the youth leaders. These opportunities are the keys to eventually turn-
ing young people into caring and compassionate leaders. Beyond guid-
ing the leaders through their teaching experiences, we have found that 
several things must occur in order to have them produce a caring and 
compassionate leader. First, the leaders need to know something about 
the sport they are teaching. That’s one of the reasons that basketball in 
Chicago’s program is usually taught. Other sports can be included and 
giving kids choices will help here. Kids will typically choose an activity 
with which they are most familiar or are skillful in.
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Second, you should “size up” the leaders and see how much respon-
sibility they can handle . . . even at this more advanced stage of leader-
ship development. Some leaders will “shine” in their leadership role 
one day and fall flat on their face the next. The main culprits for this 
instability are frequently found in the challenges they face outside of 
the program (e.g., home and school circumstances). For example, one 
of our middle school leaders, Nicole, had been an excellent leader in 
our program. Although she had some initial struggles, her ability to 
connect to kids and teach the TPSR values to younger children was 
always “right on.” Due to problems occurring at home, she suddenly 
became problematic for the program and it was a challenge to get her 
back on track. She was not focused on her leadership responsibili-
ties and began to distract the other leaders. We found ourselves back 
peddling and searching for ways to get Nicole’s previous leadership 
qualities to return.

Third, leaders need to conduct their own awareness talks. This is 
one of the most difficult tasks for them (some adult leaders as well). 
There are some things that you can do to help your leaders overcome 
this hurdle. One thing that Don has the leaders do is to have them 
take turns conducting the awareness talk with the large group at the 
end of a program session. They can volunteer for these assignments, 
or you can invite them to take over from time to time. Then you can 
have them run their awareness talks with their small groups (after 
each rotation).

Another approach, especially with leaders who are not very talka-
tive, is to try something like one of our leaders, Rayshawn Page, did. 
He created his own rating card for his group members to fill out at 
the end of each lesson so they could assess their performance—thanks 
Rayshawn (see figure 7.1).

Lastly, leaders need to eventually create lessons that impart the vir-
tues of being caring and compassionate to others. Alfie Kohn (2006) 
argues that teaching is not just merely producing good learners. Rather, 
it is about producing good people. Accomplishing such a goal requires 
our leaders to revisit some of their stage two experiences. For exam-
ple, inclusiveness is reinforced by organizing small-sided games with 
“all-touch” and “soft defense” rules so the younger children become 
responsive to the individual differences of their teammates. A second 
way is teaching with compassion. Here, once again, leaders are encour-
aged to respond to those children who are struggling emotionally or 
physically. Begin looking for indicators like one-on-one guidance for 
those in need, being attentive, letting children express their opinions, 
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and giving personal choices. These types of responses from your lead-
ers will serve as emerging signs of compassionate leadership.

Reflection

As within the previous stages of leadership development, personal 
reflection should be an integral part of the cross-age leadership expe-
rience. Reflection means having the leaders ask questions such as 
“What am I doing?” “Why am I doing it?” “What am I learning?” 
and “How are the kids responding?”

Opportunities for reflection may be structured or unstructured. 
They can involve thinking, writing, and talking about what they did, 

Figure 7.1 Give up the rock

CAMPER THOUGHTS

Basketball Camp

How well did you work with others today?

How hard did you try at the activities—
Did you give your very best?

How did you work on your own?

How well did you help others?

Comments (things you did well or
need to work on):
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saw, and felt during their lesson. One way to promote reflection is 
to give written and oral feedback to the leaders following a lesson. 
This gives them something for them to think about and respond to. 
Observing and meeting with a couple of leaders each session works 
best. Helping the leaders give clear directions, reminding them to be 
ready to lead, showing them how to arrange equipment and handle 
discipline problems, and fostering responsible behaviors and attitudes 
will give them valuable things to reflect upon. A second way is to 
have assistants facilitate the reflection process. In Tom’s programs 
each leader is assigned an adult assistant (usually an undergraduate 
or graduate student). The assistant meets with the leader to discuss 
the lesson with the leader. Discussion can center on numerous aspects 
of the experience which gives the leader something to think about for 
the next lesson. If you do not have assistants, peer coaching can be 
used. This works especially well when you have leaders working in 
pairs. Guidance is needed here. Nick Cutforth used his training ses-
sions to help the peer coach in this process.

Youth leaders can also keep a personal journal. You can have them 
write on an index card or in a notebook about their session: what 
things went well, what things didn’t. The Greensboro leaders, for 
example, have a section in their planning book where they rate their 
lesson and make comments (see appendix 1).

Keep in mind that the depth of their written work will vary consid-
erably. Some leaders will write more than others and show surprising 
insights in their leadership development. The important point here is 
that by writing down their thoughts (as brief as some may be) a leader 
will more likely become aware of their growth as a leader. Reading 
journals will take worthwhile time. However, if it is too much for 
you, choose another approach.

Group meetings always are a great way to ensure personal reflec-
tion. Adult leaders and assistants can serve as facilitators and “sound-
ing boards” for the leaders. An important benefit gained from group 
reflection is that leaders can respond to each others’ comments and 
draw some insight as to how their experience compared to others. In 
some cases, leaders can even offer suggestions for improvement to 
those who are having difficulty. Your job as a facilitator is to keep the 
things positive and constructive. Put downs need to be averted; they 
can only lead to a negative experience for all.

One simple approach to group reflection is to address each of the Four 
Bs separately by having the leaders point their thumbs up, sideways, or 
down for each of the Bs. For example, the question, “How well were 
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you planned for your lesson today?” asks leaders to point their thumb 
up if they were well prepared, thumbs sideways if they were somewhat 
prepared, or thumbs down if they were not prepared at all. Before you 
go on to the next B be sure to look around to make sure each leader’s 
thumb is indicating their response to the question. This will give you an 
idea of how the entire group of leaders saw themselves in relation to that 
particular B. Sometimes just a simple raising of the hand can be used in 
the evaluation process. One challenging question that we have used at 
the end of the group meetings as a lead-up to stage 4 leadership is: “How 
were you able to apply any of the Bs outside of the program?”

Your choice of reflection opportunities will depend on which one you 
feel will foster a strong sense of personal control and community among 
the leaders. Self-reflection will increase the probability of getting your 
leaders to be autonomous problem solvers. Thus, a spirit of stepping up 
and taking chances to help others can be ignited within each leader.

Celebration

Our leaders are seldom (if ever) recognized at end-of-the-year school 
award ceremonies. This is why we think it is so important to acknowl-
edge their service achievement in our leadership programs. It is a 
chance to celebrate each leader’s unique contribution to the program 
and others.

There are several ways of celebrating. Don always throws an end-
of-the-year pizza party for his leaders. He acknowledges each leader’s 
accomplishments and gives him or her a personal letter of recognition, 
clothing donated by a sporting good company, a gift certificate, and 
trip to a sporting goods store to cash the certificate in, and/or a free 
pass to the university recreation center. Don’s leaders even enjoyed 
the visibility gained from attention received in the university paper, 
alumni magazine, and on a local television station.

Like Don, Tom’s youth leaders have a dinner at the university with 
staff and leaders. In some instances, a community leader has been a 
special speaker at the occasion. Local news and media coverage have 
also highlighted the leaders’ work. Tom also gives each leader a letter 
of thanks for their work along with some things to think about for the 
next year. One year (thanks to a suggestion by Nick Cutforth) Adidas 
donated shoes and warm up outfits. Some leaders even spoke about 
their leadership experiences at statewide profession meetings.

The great artist Michelangelo once said that inside every block of 
stone or marble dwells a beautiful statue; one need only remove the 
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excess material to reveal the work of art within (from Rosamund and 
Benjamin Zander’s The Art of Possibility). In a sense, the moment of 
celebration is a time where the negative baggage so often shouldered 
by our leaders is replaced with a sense of accomplishment and an 
awareness of their special qualities. It is our wish that such recogni-
tion by you will nudge your leaders closer to a fuller realization of 
their leadership capabilities.

Insights and Take-aways

Former L.A. gang member, Luis Rodriguez, proclaims that a culture 
is made around what we do with young people (Rodriguez, 2001). 
Creating the right culture that stimulates leaders’ sense of responsi-
bility to lead (and care for) younger children will require persistent 
guidance on your part. It will also absorb a considerable amount of 
energy from you—both physical and emotional. Personnel commit-
ment, time to think and plan, and administrative and colleague sup-
port need to be there as you wade through the challenges facing you.

In this chapter are ideas that have worked for us in facing these 
challenges. At the same time, we fully realize you will tweak these 
ideas in ways to fit your situation. And, we also know that you will 
have your own approaches to add to the cross-age leadership experi-
ence. But, whatever you decide to do, here are some things from this 
chapter to take with you:

A range of Stage 3 learning experiences are available, as we have shown. • 
Your job is to apply them in a way that works for you.
Operating at this stage of leadership is not a permanent thing! Be pre-• 
pared for the “ups” and “downs” as leaders experience this new level of 
leadership responsibility. One moment leaders may seem to “shine” and 
the next they digress to earlier stages of leadership readiness.
Effectively engaging young leaders in service learning work will depend • 
on program quality. Ironing out all the logistical kinks (e.g., space, 
transportation, scheduling) will be needed to insure the quality you 
seek in your program.
Look for shifts in the way your leaders perceive their role. Reprioritizing • 
needs so that personal ones become secondary to those of the children 
with whom they work is what you are looking for. This will be an 
important indicator of readiness to move to the next stage of leadership 
(Self-actualized Leadership).
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Stage Four: Self-actualized Leadership

There are two great moments in a person’s life. The first is when you are born. The 
second is when you discover why you were born.

—Unknown

It was late afternoon in October when Tom received an unexpected 
phone call from Kevin, a former youth leader. Kevin was calling from 
an air force base in South Dakota. He had just returned from a tour in 
Iraq and would be stationed at the base for several months. Although 
he had received occasional emails from Kevin during his military 
tour, Tom had not heard from Kevin for several months since his last 
email. The call was a pleasant surprise.

Kevin started with Tom as a sixth grader in the Project Effort Sport 
Club and continued in the Youth Leader Corps program throughout 
high school. Raised by his mom in one of Greensboro’s public hous-
ing complexes, Kevin managed to do well throughout school. Kevin’s 
leadership skills were above many of his peer leaders and he showed 
great promise to go on to college. Spurred on by a summer internship 
at a local website business, Kevin became particularly interested in 
computer technology.

Then one day Kevin told Tom that he did not want to go college. 
Rather, he wanted to enlist in the air force. Although this was some-
what disappointing, Tom knew that this was what Kevin wanted 
to do—it was his choice. Kevin was assigned the job of a weapons 
 technician—something that matched his career interests and skills.

The voice over the phone sounded excited. After exchanging “hel-
los” and “how’s it going” Kevin explained why he really called. He 
told Tom that he was assigned to direct a youth program on his base 
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and wanted to get ideas about getting started. He said, “I want to run 
a program like Project Effort—the kids here need it! Can you send 
me any material that can get me started?” Kevin’s request was truly 
a “shot in the arm” for Tom and bolstered his belief that young lead-
ers are capable of generating new interest and energy in parts of their 
lives—beyond those in the leadership program.

Stage Four, Self-actualized Leadership, focuses on a small, but 
important area of one’s life. This means that a young leader acquires 
the energy, resources, and guidance to pursue a personal vision. In a 
sense, it is what psychologist Erik Erikson once described as “iden-
tity formation” where new and different choices are made (Erikson, 
1994). The new choices have more to do with purpose and, perhaps, 
the common good of others (Damon, 2008). And, these choices 
are governed, to certain extent, by the leadership values and skills 
acquired in their early stages of leadership development.

So how will you know if a leader has advanced to the self- actualized 
stage? Initial signs of this kind of advancement will vary from leader 
to leader. One indicator is an increase in the leader’s willingness 
to be more reflective of his or her leadership role. Formed by past 
successes and failures in teaching others, they begin to learn more 
about themselves and how the role of being a leader fits into a bigger 
 picture—their future. Another sign is the leader’s spontaneous effort 
to step out and help other leaders—even guide them through chal-
lenging moments. Finally, reciprocal learning is evident (Martinek, 
Schilling, & Hellison, 2006). That is, youth leaders begin to see (and 
internalize) their role as a leader beyond just teaching others.

For some leaders, the advancement to this stage is a huge leap from 
peer and cross-age teaching. And for some, the leap may be too far. 
The extent to which you, as an adult leader, view the readiness of 
youth to venture into this next stage will depend on a couple of things. 
One is their growth throughout the previous stages of leadership devel-
opment. There will be no benefit gained by pushing kids to this level of 
leadership if they were unable to be responsible club participants and 
leaders. Even some of the leaders who have been with us seven and 
eight years still struggle to advance through the previous stages.

Second, a level of courage to apply their leadership skills beyond 
the confines of the gym walls or playground fences becomes evident. 
Although your guidance should continue (something we will discuss 
later in this chapter), vague and sometimes foreboding anxiety will 
be created when extending this leadership role to broader community 
contexts.

9780230612365ts09.indd   909780230612365ts09.indd   90 8/5/2009   2:34:39 PM8/5/2009   2:34:39 PM



Stage 4: Self-actualized Leadership    91

A leader’s personal sense of the “best fit” is a third thing to con-
sider. This will come into play in choosing stage four experiences. 
Self-awareness of capabilities and limitations will dictate what leaders 
are willing to take on. Like, Kevin, many are capable of making the 
right choice, for the right reason. College was not something Kevin 
wanted. He saw his strength as having knowledge in computer tech-
nology and saw the Air Force as a vehicle for applying his computer 
skills—a perfect fit!

Fostering Self-actualized Leadership

As we just noted, the focus of the fourth stage of leadership develop-
ment now turns inward. For us, this is the highest level of leadership 
in that competencies in a young person’s life are within areas and 
activities that have personal importance. This creates a unique advan-
tage for young leaders. It solidifies their identity in an adolescent 
world and it provides them with a natural support system (Kouzes & 
Posner, 2008; van Linden & Fertman, 1998). We must also be mind-
ful that the path each leader takes will be formed by a personal choice. 
Kevin is a good example of a leader who apparently developed into a 
strong leader and acquired a set of skills that positioned him to make 
a career choice of his own. But the path is not always direct, and 
trying to predict the end result will only cause frustration. Your job, 
and ours, is to create (and share) those experiences that support their 
aspirations and, perhaps, dreams.

An important factor in widening the vision of leadership and possi-
ble futures is to connect kids to broader spectrum of opportunities in 
their community. We have found that there are four sources that serve 
to support community engagement for leaders who reach this stage of 
leadership development. They are as follows: (1) institutions of higher 
learning, (2) career clubs, (3) community service, and (4) internships.

Institutions of Higher Learning

Many leaders see college as beyond their reach—even at this develop-
mental stage. In fact, there will be those who have never stepped foot 
on a university campus. Some cross-age teaching programs (see chap-
ter 7) allow leaders to work with other children in a university setting. 
Bringing leaders on a campus exposes them to an academic environ-
ment. These types of experiences can increase the leaders’ comfort in 
the university setting—perhaps raising aspirations to go on to college 
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(Cutforth & Puckett, 1999). Thus, we are suggesting that the leaders’ 
familiarity with the university may be a catalyst to pursue a post-
secondary interests.

In chapter 7 we described two programs where leaders teach on 
a university campus (i.e., Greensboro’s Youth Leader Corps and 
Chicago’s Summer Apprentice Teaching Program). While their focus 
is on developing leadership skills through cross-age teaching oppor-
tunities, being on a university campus has sparked post-secondary 
interests in some of our leaders. In the Chicago program, Don fur-
ther fueled the leaders’ interests by adding the Neighborhood Scholar 
Program. This program provides an incentive for leaders to continue 
their education beyond high school. Funding by Nike along with 
guidance from the Chicago Workforce Development Partnership sup-
ported postsecondary education at UIC, another four-year institution, 
a community college, or a trade school. Even job placement could be 
provided in special cases.

In Greensboro, the youth leaders are allowed to have dinner at the 
university cafeteria with the staff (after each program session), fur-
ther exposing them to the university culture. When funding is avail-
able, small stipends have been paid to the leaders for their work in the 
program. Business and professional leaders have also been invited to 
discuss career and leadership opportunities with the leaders. Some 
of the professional leaders, in fact, came from underserved neighbor-
hoods and therefore became role models for the leaders.

For many of you, running a campus-based program is not possible. 
However, a visit to a campus with your leaders may be sufficient. In 
Denver, Nick Cutforth’s school-based program does this. Each year 
his youth leaders visit the university. Professors, undergraduates, and 
graduate students would talk to the youth leaders about campus life, 
academic demands, and daily routines. This also helps them see the 
connection of doing well in school and living successful and person-
ally meaningful lives (Hellison et al., 2000).

Career Clubs

Dave Walsh (2008) empowered students to explore their possible 
futures using an innovative approach to the TPSR model. Based on 
Markus and Nurius’ theory (Markus & Nurius, 1986) of possible 
selves, Dave developed a career club with a group of Chicago middle 
school students who were previous participants in a TPSR Coaching 
Club (see chapter 5). The career club was an extension of the coaching 
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club in that the participants were responsible for coaching youn-
ger kids. The aim of the program was to develop an awareness of 
what it takes to become a successful coach or youth worker. To do 
this, he began by helping his participants think about coaching as a 
career, and then broadened this perspective to career exploration with 
emphasis on the ‘procedural knowledge’ needed to take appropriate 
steps toward fulfilling this career aspiration (see figure 8.1).

Similar strategies that were previously used in TPSR programs 
(i.e., group discussions, reflection and journal writing, and teaching 
opportunities) were employed to increase the club member’s aware-
ness of what it takes to become a successful youth worker and coach. 
A “Career Club Workbook” included a form to self-evaluate (see 
table 8.1) and set goals for their chosen career, whether it was youth 
worker, coach, or a career not related to sport (being a police officer 
or lawyer had several takers).

The Career Club provided a realistic, hands-on approach to some 
of the difficulties of ‘making it’ in the real world and the need for 
problem-solving as well as organizational and verbal skills. It also 
served as an excellent way to exploit the readiness of those leaders 

Figure 8.1 Career path for the coaching club

Become a coach or a youth leader 

Attend  and GRADUATE from college  

Attend and GRADUATE 
from high school and take ACT/SAT 

dropout— 
get GED 

Become a coach in
your church or other

community organization

GRADUATE from the 8th Grade
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who see themselves in some leadership capacity in the future. But 
“readiness” is a key to the success of such programs. By Dave’s own 
admission (Walsh 2008, p. 220), young middle school students may 
not respond as well as their older high school counterparts who are 
closer to pursuing their future career goals.

Community Service

Communities, by and large, have strong interests in fostering good 
citizenship among their young people. Therefore, opportunities for 
doing service work are abundant. Both of us feel that community 
service is a critical step forward in getting leaders to embrace the 
importance of community engagement. This is especially relevant for 
the leaders with whom we work. Unfortunately, schools serving low 
income students are less likely to engage in service activities (Scales & 
Roehlkepartain, 2004). Fortunately, churches, youth agencies, and 
civic groups provide alternative service segues for your leaders. By 
collaborating with these outside agencies you create a win-win situa-
tion. That is, asset building is realized by both the young leaders and 
these community partners (Benson, 2006).

Both of us have been able to tap into some of these community 
resources. Don had his high school leaders provide instructional assis-
tance in the National Youth Sport Program (NYSP) during the  summer. 

Table 8.1 Career club workbook evaluation form

Date: Skill Knowledge Planning Verbal

High Okay Low High Okay Low High Okay Low
You goal:

How did you 
goal go?

High Okay Low

Comment:

Answer one of the following questions:
 1) What did you learn about your coaching skills?
 2) What are some of the coaching qualities that make you a good coach?
 3)  Has today’s experience helped push you toward or away from thinking about a 

coaching career?
 4) What do you hope to become in the future?
 5) What are you afraid to become in the future?
 6)  Can the coaching skills that you are learning transfer to other careers? If so, 

how?
 7) Are you changing in any ways that will help your possible future?
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NYSP was a national program funded by the NCAA that provides an 
array of activities for underserved kids. The leaders became part of 
NYSP instructional staff and added a values-based instruction compo-
nent to NYSP’s program agenda. Having the leaders assist also helped 
to decrease the teacher-child ratio for the NYSP teaching staff.

Similarly, Tom’s leaders have become part of the local Boys and 
Girls Club in Greensboro. Each week leaders travel to a nearby Boys 
and Girls Club Center to provide sport and arts and craft instruction 
to the club’s younger children. In some cases special events (i.e., car 
wash, talent night) have been planned together with the leaders and 
Boys and Girls Club staff.

More recently, Greensboro’s leaders established a shelter for home-
less families on UNCG’s campus. This new initiative was part of a 
collaborative arrangement with UNCG’s Campus Ministry, who 
supplied the building and kitchen space, and a local outreach group 
whose mission was to locate space and human support for homeless 
families in Greensboro. This initiative extended the scope of service 
work of the leaders beyond just teaching physical activity. Rather, it 
gave them responsibilities of providing bedding, breakfast and din-
ner, conversation with the guest families, and recreational time with 
their children. An important responsibility of the adult leaders was 
to help the leaders resist the tendency to interpret their roles as char-
itable ones. Instead, supportive engagement was the hallmark of this 
type of community service.

Internship Programs

Internships for the self-actualized leader integrate real work experience 
with his or her leadership skills. In general, internships have typically 
been part of vocational training programs that are either nested in sec-
ondary schools (career enrichment classes) or in community colleges. 
Unfortunately, most large schools (and even some community colleges) 
tend to resist internships. They can’t imagine setting up internships for 
2000 of their students. That’s why your small group of leaders (and 
small alternative schools) will work well. In addition, school internship 
programs often require academic prerequisites that many underserved 
kids can’t or don’t want to acquire. With such a thrust toward testing 
and meeting academic standards, schools often make students feel that 
if you can’t learn to convert fractions or read Dickens, you will never 
get a job and make a living. Quincy Howe, author of Under Running 
Laughter, believes (as we do) that there needs to be a fine line continually 
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drawn and redrawn between the work kids need but hate and the more 
agreeable work that can address their limitations (Howe, 1991).

Clearly, vocational training would be strong component in any 
program. For example, each year in the city of Greensboro, over 
25,000 jobs open up that do not require a college diploma (North 
Carolina Employment Security Commission Report, 2007). These 
are not just menial jobs, but skilled jobs like machine tool operators, 
roofers, stone cutters, landscapers, photographers, and automotive 
technicians, cosmetologists, office administrators, truck drivers, and 
file clerks. Professional training and job placement support for these 
positions will not only nourish a student’s self respect but may set the 
stage for follow up remediation in academic subjects (Howe, 1991).

Most of our internships have taken place during the summer since 
this is the time when flexible scheduling seems to be most abundant. In 
Greensboro’s Youth Leader Corps, summer internships were offered 
to those leaders who were interested in having one. Based on their 
personal preference we were able to set up four sites for our  leaders: 
(a) an automotive service business, (b) a Web site design company, 
(c) a law office, and (d) a fire department. It is important to note, 
however, that with careful jostling of school and workplace schedules 
internships can also take place during the school year.

We have also found that some preliminary preparation is helpful. 
Given your situation, you may want to do this in a way that best 
interfaces with available resources, personal scheduling, and site per-
sonnel availability. We have found that four phases of preparation 
seem to work best for us. The first phase identifies internship sites 
and supervisors in the community. This is where having community 
connections become important. Although it takes a little more time 
than email, personal contact always works best here. Once contact 
has been made, a confirmation letter is sent to each site member.

In the second phase an “advisory board” composed of site per-
sonnel, university staff, and interns is formed. The advisory board 
develops guidelines for maximizing the quality of the internship expe-
riences. This is an important time to share ideas and to get a feel for 
each others’ expectations for the internship experience.

The third phase includes a work session for the interns and the 
community partners. The session reviews the basic requirements for 
the internships. Attendance, record keeping, journaling, and money 
management skills need to be highlighted during this time. In addi-
tion, the importance of developing generic job skills needs to be 
addressed. Skills like self-presentation, attitude, communication, 
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organization and time management, and teamwork should be empha-
sized. Knowledge about the specific product, technicalities, and pol-
icies and procedures of youth leaders’ specific work sites is also an 
important aspect of the session’s agenda.

The final phase includes the implementation of the internships. 
During the summer, each youth leader interns at a site for a specified 
number hours per week, typically for a six-week period. During the 
school year the hours will vary considerably according to workplace 
and leader schedules. As in other stage experiences, personal reflec-
tion is needed. Reflecting about the internship experience can take the 
form of a free-flowing discussion about each internship experience, or 
it can be a more formal process where interns fill out an “Internship 
Journal Card” after each session (see table 8.2). In addition, a culmi-
nating activity in Greensboro has been a celebration pizza party with 
the site personnel, university staff, and leaders. This is also a great 
time to discuss and evaluate the experiences.

A Word about Adult Roles

We want to underscore the important roles that adults play in stage 
four leadership development. Because your leaders may be active at a 
university, doing community service, involved with a career club, or 
participating in an internship, you will find that adults play numerous 
and important roles. They act as role models and mentors by setting 
examples, giving feedback, and providing emotional support. They 
also become valuable resources that not only provide ways of pursuing 
future interests but also ways of getting there. The potential for future 
action was evident when one of our veteran youth leaders, Derek, 
recently proclaimed that in a few years he is going to have Tom’s job!

Table 8.2 Internship journal card

Date:
Internship Site:
What kinds things did you do today?:
What did you learn from today’s experience (about job and self)?:

Rate the day’s experience:
All World _____ Good _____ Fair _____ Not so good _____

Rate your work performance today:
All World _____ Good _____ Fair _____ Not so good _____

Comments:
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In a certain way, adults essentially become partners when they 
share their academic, recreational, and vocational experiences and 
expertise with their leaders. Leaders are able to see the fascination 
and commitment from adults for what they do. This was the case with 
one of Greensboro’s site supervisors, George Durham.

George owns a small, but flourishing, automotive business in 
Greensboro. He is also president of the city’s Black Business Owners 
Association. For the past several summers, George has been a great 
mentor for the youth leader interns. As a child, he was raised in pub-
lic housing by several caretakers (a mom—when she was off drugs, 
grandmother, and close friends). He, like many kids in his neighbor-
hood, was continually enticed to join gangs, peddle dope, and just 
get into trouble. One day he decided to join a program provided by 
his church that taught individuals about automotive care. The per-
son running the program, also an automotive business owner, took 
special  interest in George and let him work in his shop. Immediately, 
George was hooked with this type of work. He saw purpose to it and 
was enamored by the future possibility of having his own business. 
He finished high school, went to a community college to learn more 
about automotive technology, and . . . the rest is history.

George always attends our end of the year celebrations and shares 
his life story with our leaders. His message reinforces three simple 
principles: listen to people who want to help—don’t blow them off, 
jump on every opportunity that comes your way, and give back to 
your neighborhood and community. Each year his message sparks 
energy and purpose for our youth leaders.

One last thought about adult roles in stage four leadership. Adults 
who work with your leaders in a community setting will probably face 
some personal challenges. We discuss these challenges when our advi-
sory board meets. One of these challenges is to understand that ado-
lescent leaders have a difficult time behaving consistently (even at the 
stage of leadership). Some are eager to work but may find that menial 
jobs (e.g., sweeping up, filing, answering phone calls, data entry) are 
not always what they expected. Adult frustration can quickly creep in 
when leaders delay work, have too many excuses, procrastinate, and 
waste time. They want to work, but not that kind of work! Matching 
the leader’s professed beliefs and attitudes about work will be a slow 
process for the site supervisor. And reaching that point may become a 
frustrating and protracted process.

Another challenge is communication. Site supervisors will find 
that leaders have their own way of expressing things. When these 
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expressions are viewed to be inappropriate it becomes troublesome 
for the site supervisor. Your training sessions will need to address 
this. Young leaders will sometimes be put off by thinking that any 
objection to using certain expressions is an indication of “attitude” 
and not of message content. Supervisors need to be aware of this so 
that work relationships do not become contentious.

A third challenge is to make sure that adults are “up front” with 
the leader about appearance and the work place. Wearing a “wife 
beater” t-shirt, or jeans hanging below the butt, or shirts with inap-
propriate sayings will not fit into the mainstream workplace. This can 
be difficult for the site supervisors since they don’t want to offend or 
embarrass the young leaders. But having the intern know this early 
prevents problems from occurring later. For example, one of our 
leaders, Whitney, went to have an initial interview by a female site 
supervisor who was a lawyer. Whitney got all dressed up but wore 
a very tight blouse and very short skirt. The very first thing the lawyer 
pointed out was the “inappropriateness” of her outfit. In a respect-
ful but poignant way she told Whitney: “If you dress that way, you 
will never be taken seriously as a woman lawyer!” This was a great, 
straightforward message, one that was taken to heart by Whitney.

A final challenge for adults is dealing with the leaders’ behavior 
in a consistent way. Supporting leadership behavior is easy when the 
behavior is seen as favorable. But when the behavior is not favor-
able, it is difficult to see any benefits. Constructive feedback (versus 
destructive feedback) can also serve as a supportive response when 
the leader’s behavior is not positive. This approach is also important 
when adult supervisors want leaders’ opinions but decide afterward 
what to respond to and what to ignore. Doing this is worse than not 
asking for opinions at all. The value of the message is lessened and the 
leader is led to believe that he or she is not important.

Insights and Take-aways

Self-actualized leadership experiences are about opening windows 
and letting the future in. It’s about planting seeds (even if they are the 
size of muster seeds!) that will hopefully germinate into broader and 
more powerful views of one’s capabilities. By giving your leaders a 
vision for a possible future you will have put them in a better position 
to reach beyond what is, into what can be. But all the above experi-
ences will not be the end point for them. You (and we) cannot predict 
what the result will be because leadership, even at this self-actualized 
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stage, is an ongoing process. As you continue to find ways to trickle 
out (as we have) promising ways to raise a young person’s hope for a 
better future, we would like you to keep the following in mind:

Successful advancement to stage four will depend on your leaders’ read-• 
iness and growth in the previous stages of leadership development. The 
appropriateness of the experience will also be a huge factor in acquiring 
meaning and purpose for your leaders.
Community connections play an important role in this stage of leader-• 
ship development. An array of service learning and vocational enrich-
ment learning opportunities will be available in your community. With 
your guidance, these opportunities will engage leaders in meaningful 
service to their community.
Adult roles must be realized during this stage of leadership develop-• 
ment. This means that community partners (site supervisors) must be 
prepared for mentoring and supporting the young leaders as they work 
and learn in the mainstream of their community. A large part of what 
they learn will come from those adults guiding them through stage four 
learning experiences.
Self-actualized leadership is an ongoing process. Total transformation • 
can only take place when your leaders see them themselves as true con-
tributors and positive change agents to their community and perhaps 
the world.
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Relationships with Leaders

Kids will remember what you said to them some of the time. And, they will remem-
ber what you did with them some of the time. But they will always remember how 
you made them feel.

—Unknown

Individual positive relationships with kids in the program are at the 
core of both TPSR and youth leadership. As we mentioned earlier, 
the three Rs of youth work are “relational, relational, relational.” For 
that reason, we have devoted an entire chapter to it.

The five levels of responsibility represent skills and dispositions 
needed to become a youth leader. Level four in particular focuses 
directly on the qualities required of a youth leader. A student in the 
program cannot be a successful youth leader without respecting oth-
ers’ rights and feelings, being self-directed and cooperative, possess-
ing the ability to be self-directed, and being caring, sensitive, and 
responsive in interactions with others. Our view of helping others 
does not include expectations of extrinsic rewards or being arrogant 
or judgmental. It also involves listening to peers, only offering help if 
it is wanted, and helping others to solve conflicts peacefully.

Who Is the Adult Leader?

Adopting (and adapting) the levels means not only teaching, but living 
and embodying them. As Nick Forsberg pointed out, it is a “way of 
being”—being respectful, being self-motivated and cooperative, being 
self-directed, and being a servant leader whose purpose is to serve others 

9780230612365ts10.indd   1039780230612365ts10.indd   103 8/5/2009   6:23:46 PM8/5/2009   6:23:46 PM



104    Youth Leadership in Sport

(Komives, Lucas, & McMahon, 1998). In other words, the adult leader 
is a leadership role model, so that students can not only observe the lev-
els of responsibility in practice, but experience them firsthand over time 
in a one-on-one relationship, We have learned that such relationships 
encourage students to integrate and apply these qualities more than 
any other single TPSR strategy. These relationships also come in handy 
when youth leaders need to be confronted before, during, or after the 
program for not doing their job, losing their temper, or making excuses 
for their missteps (see the relational problem-solving section later in 
this chapter for specific examples from our experiences). Further, learn-
ing from these bonds can spill over to their lives outside the gym and 
especially to becoming a role model for peers and younger kids.

Relational Qualities

To begin, we highlight some key qualities and skills to help program 
directors build positive relationships with youth leaders. Four funda-
mental relational qualities that are integral to TPSR will greatly facil-
itate relationships with youth leaders (see table 9.1).

Each Youth Leader Has His/Her Own Individuality and Identity

Despite dressing, talking, gesturing, and even walking in a similar 
way, each differs in very unique ways. Some are outgoing and some 
are very quiet. They come with their own personal baggage. Some 
respond to constructive criticism better than others. And, yes, pro-
grams range in their gender, race, and ethnicity makeup. Indeed, the 
term “sameness” becomes obsolete for these kids. But beyond all the 
labels placed on them one thing is certain: They want to be respected 
for who they are. This is an important starting point for discovering 
their strengths and talents as leaders.

Each Youth Leader Has Something to “Bring to the Table”

Sure, leaders will have deficiencies, but preoccupation with trying to 
fix them will assuredly keep a program director from discovering and 

Table 9.1 Basic director–youth leader relationship qualities

Recognition and respect for a youth leader’s individuality and identity.
Recognition and respect for a youth leader’s strengths.
Recognition and respect for a youth leader’s capacity to make good decisions.
Recognition and respect for a youth leader’s voice.
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enhancing their strengths. Think about it. Why would any kid who 
felt rejected and incomplete be willing to take chances to lead others? 
By focusing on the leader’s strengths instead of deficiencies creates 
honest and open dialogue about issues that are critical to the develop-
mental process. Youth leaders will be more willing to work on issues 
like conflict with others, slacking off on their leadership responsibil-
ities, and so on.

Each Youth Leader Is Capable of Making Good Decisions

Earlier in this book we discussed the importance of power sharing in 
leadership programming. The “heart and soul” of the power- sharing 
process is the adult leader’s willingness to allow his or her youth 
leaders to be decision makers. There will be many opportunities in 
the programs for youth leaders to decide what is best for them, their 
students, and the program itself. Although mistakes will be made, 
guidance will be tantamount to keeping youth leaders on track. The 
important thing is that opportunities must continue so the difference 
between good and bad decisions can be realized. It’s the only way the 
learning curve for each leader can progress upwardly. The process is 
the important thing here.

Each Youth Leader also Teaches the Program Director

The voices of our leaders have taught us things that we never knew 
before. Their opinions have brought us closer to their own realities. 
This has allowed us to weigh them against our own views of life itself 
and what we think is really important. Someone once said that the 
best learning comes from people who are learning themselves. This 
adage certainly applies to both of us; that is, we have become better 
professors and teachers ourselves. And, we have learned that listen-
ing must be authentic; it’s more than just showing that you care for 
them. It’s about knowing more about a kid whose voice is typically 
not listened to, whose interests are a mystery to many, whose family 
is excluded from the mainstream, and whose feelings are ignored by 
their school. The key to developing this quality is not only listening to 
youth leaders but believing that they know things we don’t.

Adult-leader Qualities

In addition to the above qualities, you will discover that other per-
sonal attributes help to fortify the bonds between you and your lead-
ers. These are important to self examine because they not only define 
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who you are but how they will impact your interactions with the lead-
ers. Table 9.2 outlines these qualities.

Genuineness and Vulnerability

Genuineness has been implied in our discussion of the relationship 
qualities of a good adult leader. Phonies and role players (as opposed 
to role models) need not apply. Vulnerability is an important and 
often overlooked aspect of genuineness. Adults make mistakes just 
like kids do. Admitting one’s mistakes may appear to weaken one’s 
authority, but in our view, it just makes the adult leader more human 
and therefore more accessible.

Intuition

Rubin (1985) defined intuition in an educational setting as the ability 
to recognize clues in students’ moods, attitudes, energy levels, open-
ness to new ideas, and so on so the adult leader can adjust accord-
ingly. It means sizing up the kids and the situation. It means asking 
“what can I get away with today?” What do you notice that changes 
your plan? What does their body language tell you? When do you 
need to be assertive? Do you back off? Do you invite someone to be a 
leader today? Paying attention to clues acknowledges an inconvenient 
truth: “The devil is in the details,” something not covered in most 
lesson or program plans.

Following up on clues requires reflection-in-action (Schon, 1987) 
and can be facilitated by creating a solutions bank (Orlick, 1980). 
According to Schon, reflection-in-action consists of a creative in-the-
moment response to the observed (or sensed) clues when the director 
has no prior knowledge to rely on. Creating a solutions bank augments 
the lesson or program plan by generating a list of possible moods, 
energy levels, attitudes, and other issues that might be encountered, 
followed by thinking through possible responses to these imaginary 
clues. The purpose is not necessarily to guess right about what might 
occur but to prepare for unexpected possibilities. More experienced 

Table 9.2 Other director–youth Leader relationship qualities

Genuineness and vulnerability
Intuition
Sense of humor and playful spirit
Cultural awareness
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youth leaders can also benefit from practice in looking for clues and 
responding to them.

Sense of Humor and a Playful Spirit

Responsible youth leadership is serious business and sometimes a 
lot to ask of kids. Lightening things up can ease some of the rocky 
times and “grease the skids” of a youth leadership agenda. One way 
of lightening things up is to simply have fun! If the adult leader has a 
playful spirit, it can become contagious. A manifestation of this is to 
look like you’re having fun (thanks to Sarah Doolittle). Being upbeat 
in a gym or on the playing field should not be hard work for someone 
who enjoys sport and exercise.

A sense of humor helps too. This doesn’t mean telling jokes. It’s 
about seeing the humor in events as they unfold, interjecting fun into 
the process, and laughing at one’s self (“if you can’t fix it, laugh at it”). 
It’s about being upbeat and actively engaged . . . and smiling often!

Cultural Awareness

We addressed this issue to some extent in our comments on respect-
ing students’ individuality. Learning about the neighborhood and 
culture(s) the kids live in is of paramount importance. Too often we 
get our information from “if it bleeds it leads” journalism and any-
thing goes websites and blogs.

One way to learn is to practice “skillful inaction,” a phrase coined 
by a new teacher in an Inuit village school as he described learn-
ing about foreign (to him) customs and rituals. Don’t assume: Learn! 
That even goes for an adult leader with loads of experience but not in 
this neighborhood or culture. Another tip: Don’t try to “go native” 
or be cool, for example, with the latest colloquial language or fancy 
handshake. Those things may develop naturally, but don’t force 
them. In short, respect and learn from your youth leaders and their 
 backgrounds.

Relational Time

Including relational time at the beginning of the daily format as 
described in chapter 4 gives the adult leader the opportunity to 
interact individually with as many students as possible before the 
organized part of the program begins. These mini-conferences are 
especially necessary for youth leaders. Do they have a specific plan? If 
so, what is it? Do they feel able to pull it off? Are they willing to be a 
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servant leader? Plans can be modified, confidence bolstered, and their 
responsibility to others emphasized during this time. This is another 
opportunity to convey to youth leaders that they have strengths as 
well as things that need work, that each is a unique individual, that 
each has a voice that deserves a response, and that each has the capac-
ity to make sound decisions.

Keep these conversations brief, sometimes just walking by a pro-
gram leader to give a one sentence feedback regarding the last leader-
ship experience or asking the youth leader if he is willing to be a youth 
leader today or if she has a plan and is ready to lead today. If someone 
one needs a little more preparation to lead, that can be done briefly 
as well. To some extent, the adult leader can plan for these little talks 
by deciding before the program begins what student assets, issues, or 
individual characteristics might be worth a small conversation.

Relational Problem-solving: Some Vignettes

Our leadership work with kids is grounded in TPSR and the leader-
ship stages (chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8). These frameworks have served us 
well, but it is dangerous to pretend that this or any other framework 
can fully capture the idiosyncrasies and vicissitudes of human inter-
action in adult-student relationships. This point continues to remind 
us that relational work is a craft not a blueprint! To make such rela-
tionships more human, we include here some real-life examples of 
director-youth leader interactions in practice. (Pseudonyms are used 
to protect the identity of the youth leaders.)

All of the following examples are success stories from our per-
spective, but the role of the adult and youth leader varies, sometimes 
widely. Good relationships do not only require guidance and encour-
agement. They also require intuition (sizing up), confrontation, and 
backing off, depending on those involved and the situation. You will 
see all these things and more in these vignettes.

Antavis

Antavis was working with about ten kids when the action stopped. 
The adult leader went over, but Antavis waved him off with “I can 
handle this.” A girl was crying, and a boy, staring at the floor, was 
clearly implicated. Antavis told the boy to apologize. He mumbled 
an apology, but the girl did not stop crying. So Antavis said “Say it 
like you mean it,” and the boy tried again with the same result. Then 
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Antavis said “Tell her you won’t do it again.” He did, and she broke 
out in a big smile. The director gave a thumbs up and walked away. 
He had sized up the situation and wisely stayed out of it. Antavis used 
reflection-in-action to find a solution.

Roberta

Roberta had been a problem throughout her four years in the pro-
gram, but she begged the adult leader to let her become a leader in a 
cross-age teaching program. The first day a little girl complained that 
as her coach, Roberta was hogging the ball. After the kids left, the 
director addressed the issue with Roberta. As usual, she looked away 
and refused to respond. The next day, another kid complained and 
the director told him to skip Roberta’s station. Soon others added to 
the growing number of complaints. Each was told to skip her station. 
By the end of the session, Roberta was working with two kids instead 
of the usual eight to ten. Another one-on-one conversation with the 
adult leader replicated the first one (or perhaps the thousandth one 
over four years). The next day a mother and father of one of the lit-
tle kids visited the program to lodge the same complaint. This time 
the adult leader took a hard line in his conversation with Roberta. 
She looked at the floor and pouted as he said “This isn’t the NBA 
and it isn’t your time to show off. If you can’t show the kind of lead-
ership we’ve worked on and you’re capable of, here is your bus fare 
home.” A very small voice replied, “I’ll do it.” And for the most part, 
she did.

Darrell

One adult leader shared a story about Darrell, one of his better youth 
leaders, who was in a gang and, as an eighth grader, ran young prosti-
tutes while going to school. How could Darrell be chosen as a leader? 
The answer requires understanding these kids’ experiences in the 
community and especially in their “street life.” Darrell’s exploits, if 
not typical, were also not very surprising (given the circumstances). If 
leadership held the potential to help these kids, they needed to expe-
rience it. Darrell’s background and current activities influenced his 
day-to-day mood, requiring frequent one-on-one conferences and 
sometimes temporarily relieving him of his leadership responsibili-
ties. As his adult leader commented, “It’s part of the deal. Leadership 
promotes social development, but you have to hang in with these kids, 
and unlike fairy tales, they don’t always end happily.” In Darrell’s 
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case, however, it seemed to pay off. Although Darrell dropped out of 
school after the 8th grade, he showed up back at his old after-school 
club two years later, free of gang signs, dressed up and in high school 
out of his neighborhood.

Rashad

Rashad was in a TPSR-based basketball program from the third grade 
on for five years. He was a young and short but very talented basket-
ball player. By the end of the third grade he could barely read and 
write which became apparent in his reflection time journal entries. 
As he got older, he was expected to take a leadership position as a 
 player-coach, like others in the program. However, throughout the five 
years, Rashad never accepted the TPSR approach to sport. Instead, he 
let everyone know he was an NBA kind of guy—winning and self-
promotion were most important and trash talk was part of the game. 
He and the adult leader had seemingly endless one-on-one meetings. 
Finally exasperated, the adult leader suggested he leave the program 
unless he could become the kind of leader expected and needed in 
the program. Rashad shook his head and left the gym. However, he 
showed no animosity, would routinely go out of his way to say hi to 
the adult leader, and even came to the program to observe. He later 
went on to be selected as an all state guard and received a scholar-
ship to a major university basketball power. How he got through the 
academic requirements of high school and into a university remained 
a mystery (although not in a low income, minority, basketball-crazy 
community.

Melvin

The last story is about the sheer perseverance of one of the kids as 
well as an adult leader who took a chance. Melvin was a small skinny 
kid who came to the program with few (if any) athletic skills. He was 
picked on at the playground and on the street and got into several 
fights every week. Despite all this, he badly wanted to be a leader. 
He finally became an assistant leader (that is, ran a drill that the kids 
already knew how to do), and in a few years, as one of the oldest 
members of the program, the adult leader had to invite him to assume 
a leadership role. By that time, his skills had improved somewhat, 
and he lad learned to control his temper, resulting in fewer taunts. 
He still wasn’t close to being a competent youth leader, but the direc-
tor let him take his best shot. Two weeks later, the equivalent of a 
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school superintendent and two principals from Ireland who wanted 
to see a leadership club in action showed up while he was coaching. 
He walked right over and invited them to play. They said they didn’t 
know much about basketball, but Melvin just said “I’ll teach you.” He 
held a practice, taught the visitors a few of the basics, and they played 
along with the kids in the program. Afterward over coffee, the visitors 
couldn’t talk enough about the experience and how wonderful Melvin 
was to them!

Insights and Take-aways

The issues surrounding successful youth leadership programming 
will be challenging, even for the most energetic and committed adult 
leader. Here some the main issues that need to considered:

Perhaps the most daunting issue is the presence of the relationship with • 
leaders in just about every aspect of a youth program, requiring that 
adult leaders be “on their toes” at all times. The relational needs of 
youth leaders only intensifies this issue. They need to be noticed and 
cared about just like other students, but they also need to be ready to 
lead. That means, among other things, receiving help in learning the 
necessary skills for planning and leading, getting feedback on their 
leadership experiences, and learning to respond to issues that arise 
among those they are trying to lead, such lack of attention, arguments, 
and defiance.
Power-sharing can also be an issue. When is it the right time to give a • 
student a leadership experience? What biases might prevent a director 
from inviting a student from becoming a youth leader? Often, biases 
originate in or are strengthened by a rocky director-student relation-
ship. That is to be expected; after all, this is human work! But all adults 
who run programs need to be vigilant regarding favoritism and biases 
against particular students. As with other issues, keeping a self- reflection 
journal can help to control these biases.
Because this is human work, no cut-and-dried solution to biases exists. • 
Perhaps the best we can do is to know our biases (Myrdal, 1944), try to 
minimize their impact on kids, and pay attention to how we interact 
with kids in general and youth leaders in particular. It often helps to use 
a journal to keep track of one’s relational strengths and weaknesses in 
specific situations. Over time the journal provides a snapshot of the 
extent of progress (or backsliding), providing feedback regarding what 
needs work and what strengths stand out.
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Problem-solving in Youth Leadership

The road to success is always under construction.

—Lilly Tomlin

In writing about TPSR and the leadership stages, we try to be  cognizant 
that the humanness of working with kids flattens out on paper. We 
use these frameworks because they provide programmatic guidance 
in such vital areas as purpose and direction and have stood the test of 
time in our work. But situational and plain old human factors have 
forced us to face problems unaccounted for by our frameworks. In 
fact, problem-solving is inextricably intertwined with youth work, a 
point driven home by two books about teaching kids, Joe McDonald’s 
(1992) Teaching; Making Sense of an Uncertain Craft and Alan Tom’s 
(1984) Teaching as a Moral Craft. The titles (and contents) of these 
two books explain why the fashionable educational goal of “going to 
scale” (i.e., duplicating a successful program at other sites) often fails 
(Coburn, 2003; Lytle, 2002).

Based on these factors as well as our own experiences, it behooves 
adult leaders of youth programs and, for our purposes, youth lead-
ership programs to develop problem-solving skills. The first step is 
to identify the problem, a process called problem-setting (Lawson, 
1984). This step is necessary, because if the problem itself is misdiag-
nosed, the problem-solving process will be derailed.

This chapter explores three sets of potential problems that adult 
leaders may face in implementing our approach to youth leadership:

Building a TPSR foundation for one’s leadership program.• 
Addressing the unique variables that adult leaders face, such as different • 
roles and contexts with different levels of support.
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Dealing on a daily basis with youth leaders’ struggles, moods, and rela-• 
tional needs.

Building a TPSR Foundation

TPSR is not some theory dreamed up in an ivory tower. It has been 
adopted and adapted by many physical education teachers, as well as 
some youth workers and a few coaches in the United States and sev-
eral other countries. Chapter 5 summarized the primary features of 
TPSR, which focus on kids learning to take more responsibility for 
their own development and well-being and for contributing to the 
development and well-being of others.

Because TPSR is foundational to developing the kind of youth 
leadership approach we advocate, it would be exceedingly difficult 
to start a leadership program with kids who have not learned how 
to work alone (independence, goal-setting) or with others (respect, 
cooperation, relational skills). Some teachers and youth workers unfa-
miliar with TPSR do emphasize being respectful, cooperative, and 
actively engaged, but fewer gradually shift their power to the kids, 
conduct frequent self-reflection sessions, or emphasize the relational 
aspects of individual and group interactions.

Since TPSR is stage one in the youth leadership process, an adult 
leader without a background in TPSR faces the problem of how to 
get started. A TPSR primer on getting started is available (Hellison, 
2003, Chapter 9), but our point here is to problematize this issue and 
suggest a few possible solutions.

The approach both of us and some of our colleagues have used is to 
begin with a TPSR-based sports club as a “feeder” system to a youth 
leadership program. This can also be accomplished, at least to some 
extent, in a physical education class or even with a team in an orga-
nized sport program.

An alternative approach is to start a leadership club, remember-
ing that in our view, all kids can be leaders. Those adult leaders who 
start the program with knowledge and perhaps experience in TPSR 
can begin with small leadership responsibilities, such as in the aware-
ness talk asking one or two students to tell everyone what being a 
leader means, in the group meeting asking the kids to suggest ways 
of making the club better, and in reflection time by modeling honest 
self-evaluations to help others get the idea. Building on such open-
ing activities, adult leaders can begin to encourage kids in the pro-
gram to supervise a small group activity or run a drill for peers, or 
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 participate in peer teaching and coaching as described in stage two. 
During this process, all kids need to learn the fundamentals of lead-
ership, whether or not they are ready to take on a small leadership 
responsibility. This works best by sharing brief leadership cues and 
giving specific feedback. In doing so, we try to stay within the “ten 
word rule” for adult leaders, which above all, means no long lectures! 
(When their attention begins to drift or they roll their eyes your talk 
is over!) Leadership cues could include taking charge, being positive, 
giving feedback, and so on.

Of course, throughout this process you may need to return to the 
TPSR fundamentals, sometimes frequently, especially respect for the 
rights and feelings of others, teamwork, effort, and goal-setting. Even 
in a leadership program, backsliding occurs, and kids need to be 
reminded of the basics. As one teenage boy said, “Reminding us when 
we first come in really helps.” The key is to view the whole process as 
a zigzag progression of both human and leadership  development.

Unique Program Variables

Problems are also associated with the almost infinite number of vari-
ables that crop up in different settings with different adult leaders, dif-
ferent kids, and different organizational structures and values. That’s 
why “going to scale” with any framework is exceedingly difficult. If 
you were to visit our programs in Greensboro and Chicago, you might 
wonder how we can write a book that encompasses the purposes and 
processes of both sets of programs. Here are a few examples that 
emphasize the role of variables in our work:

One of us works in a large very diverse city, the other in a midsized city. • 
Both work with underserved kids, but the extent of support from schools 
and community agencies differs, as does the mobility of  families.
Both of us are employed at major universities, but only one of us has • 
access to university facilities and transportation.
Both of us work with graduate students in our programs, but one of us • 
directs a very structured set of programs in which graduate students are 
assistant instructors who then help youth to transition to the self- 
actualized leadership stage. The other moves graduate students from 
being assistant instructors into directing their own programs as soon as 
possible, and encourages them to modify what they learned as an assis-
tant instructor to make their new programs their own. One result of 
this approach is variability among the student-run programs, represent-
ing a range of personal preferences and judgments.
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These specific examples illustrate the variables problems, but possible 
variables stretch far beyond these examples. The following categories 
cast a wider net of possible variables adult leaders may need to con-
tend with.

Location: In general, the larger the city the more problems the 
adult leader needs to deal with, for example, gang issues, mobility 
of the kids, travel issues, suspicion of “outsiders” in the neighbor-
hood, and difficulty of getting support from the often-beleaguered 
staff school and community-based organizations. All of these factors 
can affect youth leadership development.

One of us has directed programs in one of the largest cities in the 
country, but has also run programs in cities of about 70,000 as well as 
a town of 10,000. The smaller the city or town, the easier it was to get 
started offering a program. Doors opened almost directly in relation 
to city size. Organizations dedicated to serving or supporting under-
served youth were very cooperative in meetings and joint projects, 
again proportional to city size.

Adult leader’s professional role: Expectations as well as opportu-
nities and limitations differ, depending on whether the adult leader 
is a coach, physical education teacher, youth worker, or university 
faculty member. For example, it is difficult to sidestep the issue of 
winning in organized sport as it is practiced in the United States. 
Having an empowerment-based leadership program reduces a coach’s 
sense of being in charge, and therefore may not be very appealing to 
some coaches. Physical education teachers, on the other hand, must 
deal with large classes, school rules, and physical education standards 
and benchmarks. Youth leaders can really help if (a big if) the teacher 
can find a way to train them to lead and give them feedback (see 
 chapter 11 on In-school Physical Education).

The kids: How old are the kids? Both genders? How about kids 
with ethnic-racial backgrounds that differ from the adult leader’s 
background? Or kids from more than one ethnic-racial group? How 
many kids are in the group? As we have emphasized, group size dic-
tates how relational a program leader can be. More than 15 or even 
fewer at one time and the program leader’s ability to be relational 
is likely to be difficult. All of these factors as well as others can be 
potential problems for the adult leader to help youth leaders solve.

Adult assistance: The adult leader who is a “lone ranger has to be the 
‘whole show.’ ” All planning, implementation, evaluation,  counseling, 
trouble-shooting (e.g., problem-solving), and public relations are his or 
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her responsibilities, not to mention developing a leadership program. 
Assistants can help immensely with these responsibilities, for example, 
providing leadership for a smaller group as the youth leader struggles 
to take charge of the whole program. But finding competent, reliable 
assistants becomes one more job among many. It usually requires an 
in-depth interview and some training. Both of us have been “burned” 
by poor staff selection—a painful learning experience.

Administrative support: Administrative support can vary from 
strong support to benign neglect or even outright hostility to hav-
ing this kind of leadership program. Walsh (2002) argued from his 
research that two kinds of administrative assistance are necessary to 
facilitate program success if the adult leader is not a staff member at 
the institution: The initial contact person who is the oversight admin-
istrator for such programs, and the secondary contact person who has 
direct contact with the kids. The adult leader who is already a staff 
member at a school or community, on the other hand, already has 
contacts and some sense of whatever issues or barriers might derail a 
youth leadership program and can plan based on these insights.

We have faced many problems with administrative support, as 
well as a few terrifically supportive administrators whom we cited 
in the Acknowledgments. Sometimes, with less supportive or even 
obstructionist administrators, we have been able to effectively imple-
ment a successful problem-solving process, other times not. For 
example, halfway through the year in an after-school program at an 
urban school, the vice principal pulled most of the kids out of one of 
our programs, explaining that the pressures of No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) required that these kids work on their “numeracy” prob-
lems after school. NCLB also reduced another program to once a 
week, again because after-school time was needed to tutor the kids in 
test-related knowledge. This problem is partly about administrators 
not willing to “go to bat” for the program, but it also involves the 
overarching policies of the macro-organization discussed in the next 
section.

Administrative commitment and oversight are sometimes weak. In 
the following example, this problem sidelined one of our programs 
prematurely. A soccer club in an urban community-based organiza-
tion led by a graduate student had to be abandoned when it became 
clear that, despite the agency director’s glowing description of their 
youth development, the soccer club was the only program with any 
structure! A soccer leadership initiative had just begun, but as one 
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of the novice leaders explained, no one wanted to have meetings and 
“learn things”; they just wanted to hang out with their friends like 
everyone else did.

In a nearby neighborhood, an after-school martial arts leadership 
club, treated with “benign neglect” by administrators and relegated 
to a classroom as its “gym,” continued to operate over several years 
and gradually became a respected program in the school, receiving 
public recognition from the principal for promoting student leader-
ship in her school.

There are no easy or generic answers here. The best we have been 
able to do is learn from these incidents, to persevere—to outlast the 
problems insofar as possible, and to close shop and move on to more 
promising sites when necessary. The only caution is to anticipate 
such problems, prepare for them (e.g., with solutions banks described 
next), and think carefully about possible alternatives.

Macro versus micro-programs: Micro- and macro-programs pre-
sent different situations for problem-setting. A micro-program allows 
you to develop your own program however you want within some 
broad guidelines laid out by your host, whether it is a school, commu-
nity agency, church gym, or other setting. Since you are a “visiting” 
program leader, guidelines are usually minimal. You are in charge 
of developing, implementing, and evaluating your curriculum; deter-
mining number of meetings per week as well as the length of each 
session and of the length of the program; and whatever work it takes 
to recruit kids, take care of permission slips, and whatever other rules 
your host requires. So you have a lot of freedom in most cases, but not 
much support. It is all up to you and anyone you can recruit to help 
you. Sympathetic administrators reduce your problems immensely.

Macro-programs, on the other hand, imply that you are a staff 
member of an organization with multiple programs that sometimes 
serve adults as well as kids. You have to fit in. Also, new programs 
sometimes threaten the status quo or the growth of an already estab-
lished program. The institutional culture—as in “We’ve always 
done it this way”—and other duties deemed by administration to 
be more important than youth leadership can present obstacles. In 
macro- organizations with existing systems in place, especially in a 
less-than-supportive environment, the primary question is “What 
can I get away with?”—that is, what’s possible in this setting? This 
sometimes leads to the development of programs that are perceived 
as “subversive activities” within the larger organization. Whether the 
introduction of a “different” program creates a conflict within the 
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organization or not depends on many factors such as its compatibility 
with the macro-organization goals and processes, the extent of over-
sight, and the ever-present relational challenges associated with other 
staff as well as administrators.

One specific example of the differences between macro- and micro-
programs can be seen in a comparison of typical public schools with 
what were until recently referred to as alternative schools (Fantini, 
1976; Raywid, 1994). Alternative schools historically presaged the 
youth development movement by implementing small classes in small 
schools and employing teachers who often taught different subjects 
and doubled (or tripled) as counselors, administrators, fund-raisers, 
and sometimes even lunch-servers. These schools offered a wide range 
of student-centered educational experiences characterized by empow-
ering students to share their thoughts, make choices, and take on 
leadership positions; offering themed projects and classes; and using 
alternative assessment strategies to evaluate students’ work such as 
individual culminating projects and written qualitative comments 
rather than grades on report cards. Sometimes these schools were 
sponsored by a school district, including schools-within-a-school; 
sometimes they were sponsored by not-for-profit organizations. In 
general, “they represented varying degrees of departure from stan-
dard school organization, programs, and environments” (Raywid, 
1994, p. 26). Teacher certification varies from state to state, some-
times requiring adherence to state certification requirements, some-
times making school-by-school decisions based on faculty training 
and experiences. In one case, a noncertified teacher was approved 
based on her masters degree in education from Harvard; in another, 
approval was given to a teacher who had special training in working 
with kids who had emotional and social problems.

Recently, different kinds of public and private small schools have 
proliferated to meet the needs of kids who require more attention 
and guidance than a public school system can provide—including 
charter schools, contract schools, and performance schools. These 
small schools can be further divided by the kind of charter, con-
tract, or performance standards being used. They also vary in cur-
riculum  requirements, funding, teacher and principal certification 
 requirements, teacher union involvement, governance, and account-
ability. This recent small school trend is not without controversy, as 
reflected in responses to the small school movement from both the 
right and the left (Ayers & Klonsky, 2006; Duncan, 2006; Klonsky & 
Klonsky, 2008).
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Unlike typical public schools, physical education may not be 
offered, may be substituted for by a recreation time, or may be taught 
by teachers certified in other subjects. One of us taught part-time in 
alternative schools for ten years with an expired Ohio physical educa-
tion certificate and an advanced degree in physical education but no 
current state certification. No one ever raised this question! He also 
got roped into teaching history and team teaching sex education! (See 
Don’s alternative school physical education story in chapter 11.)

Youth Leader Issues

How can an adult leader provide the day-to-day guidance necessary 
for the kind of leadership we have in mind? Empowerment, for exam-
ple, requires a degree of risk. In a public high school program, one of 
us caused the teacher who agreed to co-teach a leadership class to walk 
out of the gym halfway through the lesson. Afterward, she simply said 
“I couldn’t handle all that freedom!” If a skeptical administrator had 
observed this scene, the program could have been shut down.

Although TPSR and the leadership stages leave room for adjust-
ments and new ideas, they don’t always give sufficient guidance in 
confronting any number of issues that arise when kids attempt to 
take on leadership. In a perfect world, each issue would go through a 
careful problem-setting process before asking kids to lead. In the very 
imperfect process-oriented world of youth work and with developing 
young leaders in particular, we often have to try to help the youth 
leader solve the problem immediately without taking charge our-
selves. For example, if a fight breaks out, on-the-spot action is neces-
sary, if not by the youth leader then by the adult leader. One’s lesson 
or program plan won’t ordinarily provide much guidance here. This 
kind of spontaneous, immediate response is best described by Schon 
(1987), when he compared reflection-in-action to knowing-in-action 
(Schon, 1987, p. 26; as cited in Hellison, 2003, p. 83): “[Knowing-in-
action means we] have learned how to do something, we can execute 
smooth sequences of activity, recognition, decision, and adjustment 
without having, as we say, to ‘think about it’ . . . [Reflection-in-action, 
on the other hand, refers to a period of time] during which we can 
still make a difference to the situation at hand—our thinking serves 
to reshape what we are doing while we are doing it.”

Reflection-in-action is called for when there is no time to problem-
set. It involves recognizing a problem and immediately conducting 
an on-the-spot experiment, leaving the in-depth reflective process for 
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later. Adult leaders need to become skilled in reflection-in-action so 
that youth leaders can learn from them. However, prevention is better 
than remediation whenever possible. One way to alert youth leaders 
to anticipate problems that might arise is to help them create a solu-
tions bank (adapted from Orlick, 1980). A solutions bank starts with 
a list of problematic incidents that a youth leader might face in the 
upcoming program. This list might include help with solving conflicts 
and arguments without taking over, sustaining the leadership role in 
spite of attractive options (e.g., being a participant versus a leader), 
or facing intimidation perceived or real from older or more skilled 
kids. After this list is generated, possible solutions for each problem 
are explored. The point is not that the solutions will work, but that 
this process can mentally and emotionally prepare the adult leader 
for such issues, whether the specific solution on the list is used or not. 
It is, in a sense, warming up for the next inning, helping the youth 
worker be more confident in his or her plan for the day and ability to 
deal with problems. A shortcut to creating a solutions bank is to ask 
the youth leader “If [such-and-such] happens, what will you do?”

When reflection-in-action goes awry, pre-post program reflection 
can help. Pre- and post-program reflection builds reflection time into 
the process in two ways. Pre-program reflection helps the youth leader 
get mentally prepared for the next session by processing recent diffi-
culties in the program and then thinking ahead, which could lead to 
creation of a solutions bank. Post-program reflection is an opportu-
nity for the youth leader to assess what went on in that session while 
it is still fresh. The key question to the youth leader is: Is what you’re 
doing working? Or: To what extent did the plan for today work? Why 
or why not? What issues needed attention, how were they handled, do 
we need to revisit them in our next session? What should our plan for 
the next session entail?

We believe that all kids can lead, but they will likely be at differ-
ent developmental stages. One strategy that addresses this individual-
ized process is to prepare individual very brief “lesson plans” for each 
youth leader and potential youth leader in the program. For example, 
perhaps one participant has shown absolutely no interest in or talent 
for leading others. With some urging and assistance, he may be will-
ing to take on a small leadership role in the awareness talk by telling 
everyone one thing that everyone should focus on that day, especially 
if he is coached ahead of time. A quick debriefing meeting afterward 
can help these tentative kids to reflect on their reluctance, how it felt 
to lead, and what the next steps might be. For leaders who begin to 
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show some arrogance as a leader, a very different plan is needed, per-
haps requiring a confrontational wakeup call regarding their leader-
ship responsibilities.

Reflective insights, knowledge of past experiences, and  imagination/
creativity all help in solving problems. Adult leaders often have to 
take the initiative, but knowing when to give way to youth leaders is 
crucial to their development. Ruffini (1980, p. 103) pointed out some 
of the needed adult leadership skills: “At times we must listen facili-
tatively . . . [Sometimes we must] . . . confront students without injuring 
the student-teacher relationship . . . or the self-esteem of the student.”

At times the experiential trial and error approach, which is admit-
tedly risky for many, produces a better way of doing things. The most 
vivid example for one of your authors is summarized by an excerpt 
describing his early experiences with underserved youth: “I had taught 
in two other [underserved] youth programs . . . [and] therefore had 
some notion of what to expect (or so I thought) and what to do . . . The 
only problem [in my current program] was that nothing seemed to 
work . . . I was forced back to the drawing board day after day, tight-
ening here, inserting something new there, until I had worn a deep 
groove between [ideas] and practice” (Hellison, 1978, p. vi). Out of 
that often-painful year-long experience, TPSR was born, and it has 
provided guidance for all of his youth programs since that time some 
thirty years ago. Perhaps a better approach to youth leadership could 
emerge in the same way.

Insights and Take-aways

While frameworks like TPSR and the Leadership stages provide guid-
ance, problems inevitably arise. We believe that whenever possible, 
the adult leader as well as youth leaders should problem-set before 
attempting to problem-solve.

Youth leadership problems can be loosely categorized as building a • 
TPSR foundation for the leadership program, addressing program vari-
ables, and dealing with day-to-day youth leadership issues while teach-
ing youth leaders how to solve problems that occur as part of their 
leadership responsibilities.
Building a TPSR foundation can be based on a TPSR sport club as we • 
have done or can start with a leadership club that progressively involves 
both TPSR principles and the leadership stages.
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Addressing program variables forces adult leaders to attend to their • 
locations, professional roles, kids in the program, adult assistance or 
going it alone, administrative supports, and whether they have to con-
tend with macro- or micro-programs.
Helping youth leaders to solve problems involves, among other things, • 
modeling successful strategies for potential youth leaders, teaching 
young leaders how to create solutions banks, experience in pre- and 
post-reflection, utilizing the different strategies needed to address indi-
vidual progress and issues, and confronting contentious attitudes in an 
appropriate way.
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In-school Physical Education

Teaching is hard. Some days you’ll have good days and some days you’ll have bad 
days.

—Youth Leader Corps member

In-school physical education has one clear advantage over after-
school and summer programs: It reaches most students who attend 
public schools. As sport psychologists Shields and Bredemeier (1995) 
argued, “Physical education remains the largest organized setting for 
physical activity” (p. 199).

In-school Physical Education Issues

A number of caveats need to be appended to the above statement. The 
physical education requirement has eroded over the past several years, 
so that fewer days and hours per year are required in many states. 
Younger kids, who arguably would benefit significantly from having 
a strong program that encourages rather than discourages active par-
ticipation, often get less time and instruction than older students who, 
as one eighth grader commented, “are pretty set in our ways!” Other 
problems exist as well. Class size, while occasionally smaller, often 
consists of thirty or more students, putting a strain on the develop-
ment of teacher-student relationships. Elementary physical education 
teachers have one advantage: They usually teach the same students for 
several years, which provides a more relational environment over time. 
In addition to school-wide rules (which are numerous in most schools), 
physical education has its own set of rules, some which pertain to 
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safety, some to management (and control). Taken together, teachers 
are faced with a long list of “don’ts” to enforce. The dreary and some-
times abusive stories told by some, perhaps many, adults about their 
years as physical education students certainly don’t help either.

Countless rules are one problem, dysfunctional practices another; 
“Rolling out the ball” (translation: substitute play for learning) has 
been a pervasive criticism of physical education programs, as has the 
negative attitude engendered in many students by all the traditional 
trappings of a physical education class—uniforms, showers (if avail-
able), squads, whistles, long lines, and competitive tournaments 
favored by the more athletic (and most vocal) students.

In-school physical education must also deal with some of the vari-
ables described in the Problem-solving chapter, such as:

The ideal versus real professional role of the teacher who is sometimes • 
viewed as manager of recreation breaks.
The school as macro-program with many programs under one roof • 
(e.g., classes, special education and gifted programs, in-school suspen-
sion rooms, interscholastic athletic teams, intramural teams, clubs).
Oversight by a central administration.• 
Competition for space and recognition.• 

As the problem-solving chapter points out, physical education teach-
ers must deal with physical education standards and benchmarks 
imposed by the state, district, or national professional organization 
such as the National Association of Sport and Physical Education.

Youth Leadership in In-School Physical Education

Youth leaders could really help teachers deal with class size, provide 
some individualized attention and instruction, and curb some dis-
cipline problems. However, organizing a youth leader program as a 
teacher is no easy task in an in-school setting. First of all, it is one more 
thing to do, and it can get complicated. Students need to be trained to 
be leaders and be given feedback on their performance. If the teacher 
wants to introduce cross-age teaching, organizational issues mount, 
including finding time to select and train physical education leaders, 
locating a teacher of younger kids who is willing to collaborate, and 
finding the time and space to run the program. Despite the difficul-
ties, the following ideas and examples suggest that youth leadership 
can become part of an in-school program.
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The Influence of School Size and 
Purpose on Youth Leadership

One of us (Don) began as a physical education teacher in three high- 
need high schools, where a rudimentary form of TPSR initially evolved. 
Faced with the difficulty of reaching these young people and in particu-
lar not being able to give them some life skills to assist in navigating the 
violence, peer pressure, weak teaching, and other forces in the commu-
nity, these early years were filled with experimentation, setbacks, and 
a great deal of learning what works and, often painfully, what doesn’t. 
The earliest version of TPSR (Hellison, 1978) did not specify leadership 
as a student goal. It wasn’t until the early ‘80s in an alternative school 
physical education program (Hellison, 1985a) that leadership became 
a part of responsibility level four, complementing the related level four 
values of “caring” and “concern for others.” His experience in the small 
alternative school was so powerful that he stayed there for eight years, 
ran an after-school martial arts program, and occasionally taught his-
tory and sex ed as well as physical education. Following that experience 
he spent two more years at other alternative schools (Hellison, 1988).

Both of these settings, urban and alternative high schools, served 
similar low income and often alienated students, but these two set-
tings differed substantially in class size. The typical high school phys-
ical education class was thirty to forty, whereas the alternative school 
limited class size to a maximum of fifteen and offered more flexibility 
in planning and offering PE classes. Class size influences the extent 
and quality of relational time with individual students and especially 
the guidance of students through the leadership development stages. 
In contrast to alternative schools, mainstream public schools also 
tend to have a “deep culture” regarding what and how to teach and 
an informal socialization process that “inducts” new teachers into a 
system that at least in some schools discourages innovation.

In essence, the teacher can do more with less in alternative settings, 
whereas class size, the school culture, and specific curriculum guidelines 
in public schools tend to reduce TPSR to “TPSR Lite.” Nevertheless, in- 
school physical education is by far the best way to reach almost all kids, 
even if the experience is not in depth. As Shields and Bredemeier argued 
(1995, p. 199), “[in-school] physical education is probably the most sig-
nificant physical activity context for developing moral character.”

While the alternative school offered an excellent opportunity to 
develop youth leadership, the how-to was missing for the most part. 
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In both settings, Don’s early leadership strategy was expressed well 
by one student who said, “You just threw us in there!” Yet even with 
its imperfections, “throwing them in there” without much structure 
offered more responsibility-based leadership than student athletes 
leading prescribed calisthenics, which was the usual practice in pub-
lic schools at that time.

Fortunately, a few more structured strategies were attempted as 
years passed, slightly fattening a malnourished “bag of tricks” for 
promoting youth leadership in school programs. Nascent forms of 
leadership were developing “on the fly,” presaging more developed 
forms such as reciprocal coaching, peer coaching, peer teaching, and 
cross-age teaching.

Most of these leadership experiences provided a bit more focus and 
guidance than “just throwing them in there,” and with a heavy dose of 
self-reflection, students and the teacher were able to pick up the pieces 
afterward and take a baby step forward. During this process of learn-
ing how to teach leadership, some more sophisticated strategies were 
gradually attempted. For example, a lightweight version of pre-student 
teaching was offered on a voluntary basis in the alternative high school 
followed by an after-school cross-age teaching experience with fourth 
graders. Pre-student teaching consisted of planning a lesson and teach-
ing it to peers while being videotaped. Eight students chose to partici-
pate, all of whom completed the pre-student teaching experience. Seven 
of the eight traveled to a nearby elementary school to teach, while one, 
who did not feel ready to teach, volunteered to drive. This experience 
was repeated several times in different programs, but never with more 
than one teaching experience per year due to the difficulty of organiz-
ing the cross-age teaching experiences. By contrasting this with the 
much more robust leadership stages described in earlier chapters, it is 
evident that our approach to leadership has come a long way.

A final point here is that alternative schools provide the flexibility 
needed to experiment or explore new ideas for educating our young 
people. One of these ideas is to have youth leadership development as 
an integral part of a school’s curriculum. Within the past decade we 
have seen increased support for alternative schools (e.g., The Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation), especially for those schools that address 
drop-out prevention. This support has given great promise for creating 
new school initiatives like charter schools, as well as well as early and 
middle colleges. For example, Tom is presently creating an alternative 
high school (middle college) for at-risk youth on his university cam-
pus. By being located on a university campus, the school will not only 
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 provide students with a taste of college life, but serve as a clinical site for 
professional teaching programs. Although state guidelines for academic 
curriculum development must be followed, the pathways for doing this 
can be varied to suit the needs of the students. Youth leadership devel-
opment will be an integral part of the school’s overall mission. The four 
stages of leadership development will guide the planning and imple-
mentation of leadership experiences during in-school physical educa-
tion, after-school sport clubs, and community internship programs.

In-school TPSR Programs

TPSR has also been adopted and adapted by in-school physical edu-
cation teachers across the United States and in several other countries. 
While by no means a dominant teaching approach, comments from 
teachers strongly suggest that it has a presence in many states and a 
number of other countries. Since systematic research has not been con-
ducted, there is no telling what really goes on in many of these programs. 
Ideally, adoption of TPSR ought to indicate at least a modest student 
leadership component, since helping others and leadership is one of the 
five levels of responsibility in the TPSR model. The reality may be quite 
different, or more likely mixed, depending on the program.

A study by Mrugala (2002) shed some light on the state of TPSR 
implementation in the United States. Since no complete list of physi-
cal education teachers using TPSR was available, Mrugala based his 
study on a purposive sample of physical education teachers who claim 
to use TPSR. He sent a qualitative in-depth internet survey to sixty 
teachers, 52 of whom completed the survey. Most of the respondents 
were elementary school physical education teachers. His findings 
were numerous but in most cases beyond our focus here. However, 
some are relevant. Almost all the respondents initially adopted TPSR 
to improve their discipline strategies, but 60% reported “placing 
more emphasis on teaching helping [italics ours], caring, respect, 
responsibility, and cooperation” (p. 100). Some noticed themselves 
becoming more relational with the kids and viewing them more holis-
tically, rather than as “phys ed” students. Youth leadership comments 
were largely limited to the italicized words above, but one wrote 
that  “students have a much bigger role in keeping the class running 
smoothly” (p. 101). Since most were elementary students, it’s not 
 surprising that leadership was not a primary goal (although we have 
had some success with kids as young as ten years old taking on some 
limited leadership roles).
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Other in-school physical education teachers have also ventured 
into teaching leadership. Middle school physical education Teacher of 
the Year John Hichwa’s book, Right Fielders Are People Too (1998), 
offered what he called “an inclusive approach to teaching middle 
school physical education,” stating up front that he teaches children 
first, not motor skills and fitness. The core of teaching children for 
John is his version of the three Rs: Teaching kids to be respectful, 
responsible, and resourceful. John contrasted his three Rs in phys-
ical education with a very different definition: Take Role, Roll out 
the ball, and Read the newspaper! His emphasis on teaching children 
first, as well as his detailed description of the three Rs, suggest simi-
larities to several elements of TPSR, and his debriefing sessions par-
allel TPSR’s reflection time. He stressed and based grades in part on 
being “thoughtful and helpful to others” (p. 45), which is a first step 
in leadership development. However, his most important innovation 
for leadership development was to divide the class into three groups, 
two of which depend on student leadership while the third group 
works with John, thereby personalizing instruction and increasing 
relational time. When groups rotate throughout the week, John has 
the opportunity to personalize instruction for each group. From our 
perspective, his three-group strategy creates a unique opportunity for 
developing leadership in in-school physical education.

Daryl Siedentop’s sport education (Siedentop, 1998), which has 
been one of the most popular curriculum models in physical educa-
tion, took leadership further than Hichwa, although sport education’s 
purpose—to socialize students in the best of the organized sport 
 culture—differs widely from the purpose of both TPSR and Hichwa’s 
Right fielders are people too. In sport education, units become sport 
seasons with teams practicing, playing preseason games, in-season 
games, and an end-of-season tournament. Typically, students are 
coaches of three teams formed from the class roster, and they also 
referee, keep team statistics, and assume responsibility for other tasks 
necessary to conduct an organized sport program.

In-school Youth Leadership Programs in 
Other Countries

Murray Turner, a New Zealand high school physical education 
teacher, took a three-day TPSR workshop, and subsequently, as a 
national moderator of the leadership assessment for New Zealand’s 
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national qualifications, authored a masters thesis, “Investigating stu-
dent leadership in senior high school physical education” (Turner, 
2007). His thesis focused on the relationship between social respon-
sibility and leadership among student leaders in physical education. 
The leadership requirement is based on a specific New Zealand 
educational learning standard, “Demonstrate leadership in physical 
activity,” which included this progression:

Introduce leadership roles.• 
Participate in a practical demonstration of leadership that becomes • 
more complex across three levels and includes (1) understanding how 
individuals in groups influence relationships, beliefs, and self worth; 
and (2) coaching teams and applying interpersonal skills in managing 
others.
Critically and reflectively examine effective relationships in physical • 
education leadership.

Murray’s investigation resulted in recommendations for more empha-
sis on evaluating leadership in practical situations rather than using 
academic exercises, and arguing that leadership is best learned by 
applying and constructing knowledge in practice. He pointed out that 
focusing on the whole person was the most effective educational youth 
leadership approach and that self-efficacy was a major predictor of 
leadership success.

Bailey (2008) traced the role of sport and physical education’s 
contribution to the conceptual and empirical development of social 
inclusion as social policy in the United Kingdom. While not focusing 
directly on the role of youth leadership, Siedentop’s sport education, 
Ennis’s Sport for Peace (Ennis et al., 1999), and Hellison’s TPSR were 
used to develop school-based physical education initiatives, suggest-
ing that youth leadership, a prominent aspect of all three models, 
was at the very least part of the conversation leading to research and 
development activities.

A related concern in the UK, disaffected youth, resulted in Living 
for Sport, an initiative of the Youth Sport Trust that involved over 
300 schools (Sandford, Armour, & Duncombe, 2008). Eleven- to 16- 
year-olds were targeted for behavior improvement in these schools. 
Sport activities involved goal-setting and involved working toward 
organizing a culminating event.

Findings . . . provide some support for the notion that physical activity 
programs can facilitate positive personal and social development in 
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young people, particularly in terms of improving confidence, devel-
oping communication, teamwork, and leadership skills [italics ours], 
and encouraging behavioral improvement (Sandford, Armour, & 
Duncombe, 2008, p. 106).

Mandigo and his associates (Mandigo, Corlett, & Anderson, 2008) 
reported the development of Quality Physical Education (QPE), a 
program model based on promoting peace education internationally 
through physical activity. Leadership was one of several life skills 
that were embedded in physical activity programs designed to pro-
mote peace education. The authors collaborated with the Ministry 
of Education in war-torn El Salvador to promote peace-building. 
The youth leadership component consisted of support and resources 
for youth leaders working for several El Salvador ministries in both 
urban and rural areas. These youth leaders were able to work with 
local gangs who controlled many of these areas. Systematic evalua-
tion of this initiative is limited but promising, given the situation in El 
Salvador and the need for peace.

Insights and Take-aways

In-school physical education offers the best opportunity to reach all 
kids, although a number of potential barriers reduce the likelihood of 
developing youth leadership programs. A youth leadership program, if 
able to surmount the highly structured and rule-bound circumstances 
of many schools could be very helpful as assistant teachers, allowing 
the teacher to focus on less engaged students and to develop stronger 
relationships with all kids in class.

Based on the experiences of one of us, alternative schools provided 
what he still believes is the best way to reach kids, because it offers 
more structure than after-school programs (e.g., ready access to kids 
in a holistic setting) but at the same time smaller class sizes and, 
depending on the state, fewer restrictions (e.g., rules and traditions) 
compared to typical public schools. Being able to explore the poten-
tial of youth leadership in an alternative school opened the door to 
more developed forms of youth leadership in subsequent years.

Alternative schools are not typical public schools. Can public 
school physical education teach youth leadership? A study of TPSR 
implementation in in-school physical education provided some evi-
dence for lead-up youth leadership activities, but programs only 
tangentially related to TPSR have been implemented to varying 
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degrees in in-school physical education. Sport education and Sport 
for Peace are good examples of providing leadership opportunities 
for kids in physical education. Turner’s very structured approach in 
New Zealand physical education addressed youth leadership in great 
detail, although direct leadership experience was limited in its initial 
implementation. Other initiatives such as the instructional strategies 
in Right fielders are people too, and the in-school physical initiatives 
in the United Kingdom and El Salvador also have shown promise, 
and even a suggestion of nascent leadership. Taken together, in-school 
physical education can be a setting conducive to youth leadership 
depending on the context and of course the teacher.
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IV

Is It Working?
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Assessment

Nobody grew taller from being measured.

—Phillip Gammage

We are often asked “How do you know that your leadership pro-
grams are making a difference?” Or, we will hear the query “what 
kind of instruments, tests, and measures do you have to assess leader-
ship development.” These are fair questions and certainly remind us 
that others like professors, practitioners, parents, agency staff, and 
perhaps, youth leaders, want to see tangible results. More than likely, 
these results are expected to come from various paper-and-pencil or 
online measures. However, we have found that assessment of certain 
aspects of our leadership programs can be messy business and does 
not always lead to “tangible” outcomes. Getting things right takes 
time—sometimes years! Immediate results sometimes fade after a 
few weeks. Or the opposite occurs: results don’t become apparent for 
months or even years.

We also realize that assessment is an essential part of leadership 
development. Probably one of the most important reasons we assess 
our youth leadership programs is to improve our work with young 
people. The stages described in the previous chapters undergo contin-
uous change because we see that some ideas are not working or that 
certain goals are not being met. Very often assessment occurs on the 
spot because something needs to be fixed right away. When things are 
not working because of poor matching (e.g., in peer teaching), unclear 
directions by the adult leader, peer coaches who are too competitive, 
or inappropriate learning tasks by the leaders, immediate attention 
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is required. This is called formative assessment. Other changes are 
linked to long-term observation, where patterns (some good, some 
not so good) begin to emerge. This type of assessment tends to be 
more formal and systematic and is generally referred to as summative 
assessment. In general, we believe that the products that come from 
any form of assessment can (and should) be used for some or all of the 
following reasons:

assess needs,• 
document how well your program is going,• 
determine usefulness of a particular strategy,• 
examine how certain parts of the leadership program (e.g., cross-age • 
leading, community service, internship) are working, or
provide information for modifying program goals (Hellison et al., • 
2000).

Assessment is no stranger to our youth leaders (and other students). 
Indeed, testing has become the prime “modis operandi” in today’s 
school systems. In addition, the “Know Child Left Behind” (NCLB) 
federal mandate has added new weight to the influx of testing done 
in our school systems. The schools that our leaders attend (when they 
attend) sometimes assess their students, teachers, and content of class 
instruction. Other school districts administer state standards tests as 
well as the federally mandated NCLB, putting pressure on low per-
forming schools to raise scores or risk being reconstituted or closed. 
Much of the focus of school-based assessment these days is on student 
performance (Hellison, 2003).

For youth leadership development programs to be effective, assess-
ment must extend beyond test scores. Three elements have to be 
assessed: (1) youth leaders, (2) adult leader, and (3) overall program. 
Because of our values-based approach to youth leadership develop-
ment, all of these areas need to be evaluated in different ways. The 
late Michael Scriven once pointed out that rather than being faithful 
to just one model of assessment, you must be faithful to the charac-
teristics of your program (Scriven, 1997). If Scriven is right (and we 
think he is), then a “real world” view needs to be adopted so multiple 
choices and decisions in the assessment process can be recognized 
and dealt with. This allows those who work with kids to attend to 
multiple roles, values, and situations inherent in youth leadership pro-
gramming. Thus, both traditional and non traditional or “creative” 
methods must come into play (Patton, 1989). This chapter provides 
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an array of ideas that we and others have used to tap into what is 
happening, how attitudes and values are being affected, and to what 
extent relationships are thriving.

Assessment of the Youth Leader

Youth leader assessment should be consistent with the values of both 
TPSR and the stages of youth leadership development. To insure 
this, two things need to be present when evaluating your leaders. 
First, feedback on their development as responsible leaders needs to 
be given by you, the adult leader. Your feedback needs to be honest 
but also to include supportive messages of confidence and assurance. 
Second, ample opportunity for the leaders to be part of the evaluation 
process should be provided. For program participants to gain a foot-
hold in their development as leaders, self evaluation through group 
meeting discussion and personal reflection is extremely important. 
Additionally, your direct feedback becomes an essential information 
source for the leader. These two sources of feedback provide impor-
tant balance to the overall assessment of your leaders.

Group Meeting and Reflection Time

In the early chapters we talked about the importance of having a 
group meeting and reflection time after each developmental stage 
experience. Recall that group meetings allow the leaders to evaluate 
how their session went and discuss specific issues that emerged during 
the session.

There are usually two phases to the group meeting. During the first 
phase, all leaders have the opportunity to tell how their mini-lesson, 
team coaching, or cross-age lesson went—their self-assessment. They 
should also be encouraged to share ways in which individuals made 
positive contributions to the lesson and game. During the next phase, 
you (adult leader) should offer feedback. This should always come last 
since you are the only adult voice in the process. Starting the meeting 
with your feedback will only diffuse the leaders’ willingness to share 
his or her thoughts, thus short circuiting the entire process.

During cross-age leading, another form of group feedback is to 
have the young children talk about how their leaders did. You can 
do this a couple of ways. One simple way is to have the children be 
part of the group meeting. Here, they can share their thoughts about 
the leaders. You can ask them questions about their leader’s teaching 
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like, “What kinds of things did you learn from your leader today?” or 
“In what ways did your leader make your experience a positive one 
today?” or “What were some of the goals that your leader had you 
work on today?”

Another form of group feedback is to have it take place in a smaller 
group. You can have the leaders meet with their “home group” prior 
to a large group meeting. Small groups meetings sometimes lend 
themselves to greater response from the younger children.

A more effective way to do leader assessment is through self-
reflection. Self-reflection requires the leaders to evaluate themselves 

YOUTH LEADER THOUGHTS

Please answer the following questions:

1. How well did your lesson go today?

Why do you feel this way? Give examples.

2. What things do your need to work on?

3. What activities did you teach today?
    What goal(s) did each activity include?

4. How did your camp talk go today? 

Give examples of what went
well or didn’t go well.

5. Give any examples how you really
helped someone out today.

Figure 12.1 Youth leader self-assessment rating form
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on how well they lead the younger children and, to some extent, how 
they imparted TPSR values to them. In chapter 7 we described dif-
ferent ways reflection can be facilitated during cross-age leadership. 
Journaling, self-ratings (e.g., four Bs in leader notebooks), and non-
verbal responses to adult-leader questions (thumbs up, thumbs down, 
thumbs sideways) all work well here. Figures 12.1 and 12.2 show 
a combination of assessment formats that was used in Chicago’s 
Apprentice Teachers (Cutforth & Puckett, 1999) and Greensboro’s 
Youth Leader Corps programs.

Adult-Leader’s Assessment of the Youth Leader

We (and our assistants) have also used various methods to evaluate 
our leaders. When we evaluate our leaders we do it with the inten-
tion of monitoring their progress. However, some personalizing is 
fine here. What we mean is that some leaders will quickly withdraw 
if they think that they are continually getting some kind of rating 

Figure 12.2 Apprentice teacher self-evaluation form

DATE:   _______________

NAME:  _______________

1.  Were you on time today? 

Yes _____ No ______

2.  What percent of the time did you provide leadership for the kids?

3.  What percent of the time were the kids at your station active
 (doing something related to basketball)?

4.  How positive were you with the kids?

5.  How many kids’ names do you know?   ______

All the time ____

Almost all the time _____

A lot   ____ Some  ____ Not much  ____

Most of the time  _____

Less than half of the time _____

Most of the time ____

Some of the time ____ None of the time ____
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or grade from you. So critical feedback needs to be tempered by 
conveying confidence they are capable of leading. Obviously, this 
is extremely important if leaders are to progress through the vari-
ous stages of development. The important issue here is that you do 
not want them to form the impression that you are evaluating them 
against some standard for everything they do. They get plenty of that 
in their schools.

There will be various “lenses” through which you can view the 
leaders’ progress. One simple approach is to rate each individual lead-
er’s overall performance after each program session (leave a little room 

Date________________________

Youth Leader__________________      Lesson________________________

Circle one. Rate the quality of leadership on the following:

Not Very 
Well

Moderately 
Well

Excellent

1. Instructing Activities 1 2 3 4 5

2. Leading Reflection 1 2 3 4 5

3. Communicating 
effectively with

1 2 3 4 5

4. Reinforcing the values 
of the club (modeling,
stating goals)

1 2 3 4 5

Please:

1. State the strengths of the lesson (in terms of teacher behavior and student 
learning).

2. State two things that the teacher can improve on (in terms of teacher 
behavior and student learning).

3. Describe how well the participants responded to the teacher during the 
lesson and camp talk. 

4. Is there anything that happened today that affected the quality of the 
experiences?

5. What do you think the youth leader gained from the experience today?

Assistant______________________

Figure 12.3 Adult leader’s assessment of leadership development
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for comments)—for example 5=great; 4=some great stuff was evident; 
3=lesson went well as expected; 2=some struggles were evident; 1= not 
a good day). A sheet of paper on your clipboard with each of the lead-
er’s names will nicely work here. As another example, in Chicago a 
martial arts leadership workbook contains a list of skills to be learned 
in order to become a competent martial artist, for example, the fight-
ing stance. Leaders rate themselves on a continuum of: (1) Haven’t 
practiced, (2) Working on it, (3) Can demonstrate it, (4) Can apply it in 
a controlled situation, and (5) Can teach it. A more formal assessment 
that can be used by adult leaders is given in figure 12.3. This instru-
ment provides both ratings and qualitative assessment data.

Name of student__________________________

Teacher_________________________________

Administration time:  1st____ 2nd____ 3rd____ 4th____

Indicate (by circling a number) how hard the club member above tried during the
past nine weeks on the following items:

Never Often

Paid attention 1 2 3 4 5

Began work immediately 1 2 3 4 5

Followed directions 1 2 3 4 5

Was sensitive to other’s feelings 1 2 3 4 5

Helped classmates 1 2 3 4 5

Turned in assignments 1 2 3 4 5

Persisted rather than gave up when
tasks got difficult 1 2 3 4 5

Worked independently 1 2 3 4 5

Was not easily discouraged 1 2 3 4 5

Number of office referrals _____

Comments:

Figure 12.4 Trying in the classroom inventory
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Another approach to assessing leadership performance is to look 
at how the leadership experiences are impacting the leaders’ work at 
school. This approach has been especially useful for assessing kids 
who are involved in stage one experiences—Learning to take respon-
sibility. Using the “Trying in the Classroom Inventory” (TCI) (Project 
Effort, 2000) classroom teachers are asked to rate the club members’ 
classroom performance at the end of each grading period (see fig-
ure 12.4). The TCI taps into the student’s ability to gain control over 
various aspects of social and academic classroom outcomes. With 
slight modification, the TCI could also be used by the physical educa-
tion teacher as well.

On occasion we have used focus and individual interviews to assess 
the leaders’ growth in leadership. This approach allowed us to delve 
a little deeper into some of the psycho-social factors (e.g., relation-
ships, program environment and organization, personalities) that 
reflect and influence a leader’s commitment to the leadership program 
(Schilling, 2001; Schilling, Martinek, & Carson, 2007). For example, 
Tammy Schilling, in her assessment of the leaders’ commitment to the 
Greensboro’s leadership program, developed a set of questions that 
guided individual and focus group interviews. The questions posed to 
the leaders were open-ended like:

What are the reasons for being committed or not committed to the   • 
 program?
What are the factors that influence your commitment to the program?• 
How would you compare leaders who are more committed to the pro-• 
gram to those that are the least committed?

There are a number ways in which interview data can be organized 
so that meaning from the leaders’ responses can be discerned (see 
Schilling, 2001; Martinek, Schilling, & Hellison, 2006). You can 
choose to use informal ways to organize data such as simply plac-
ing the individual responses into larger categories (e.g., relationships, 
personal characteristics). Or you can use more systematic procedures 
that follow stricter guidelines for data analysis (see Lincoln & Guba, 
1985; Gould, Finch, & Jackson, 1993). The method you select will 
depend on how you plan to use the data and the audience with whom 
you will be sharing the data. A good rule of thumb is: if the data is for 
your staff and other adult leaders—keep it simple. If you are trying to 
place assessment results in a grant proposal or research journal—use 
a more formal approach.
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A Word about School Performance Measures

We are frequently asked if our leadership programs have an impact 
on the leaders’ school performance, especially grades and test scores. 
In response to this question, we first tell people that it would be nice 
if all our leaders were potential honor roll students. But the truth is, 
many of the kids with whom we work struggle academically for a 
number of reasons, not the least of which is their (and our) mistrust 
in the school’s evaluation process.

Alfie Kohn (1999) does a great job of showing how grades have 
been scientifically proven to reduce students’ interest in learning, 
preferences for challenging tasks, and quality of thinking. And yet, 
schools (and funding agencies) still place great emphasis on the 
importance and validity of grading. Therefore, low grades tend not 
to vary among the leaders from year to year. But more importantly 
for us, grades and test scores don’t tell us a lot about their abilities to 
apply the values of responsible, caring, and compassionate leadership 
in their schools. That is, they don’t tell us about their willingness (and 
courage) to discourage their peers from joining a gang. And, they fail 
to tell us the level of responsibility it takes for a leader to get his or her 
siblings ready for school, escort them to the bus stop every morning, 
and then get themselves to school on time. And, they fail to tap into 
the level of compassion it takes to help a classmate deal with his or her 
personal problems. The best indicators have been those impromptu 
testimonies, small notes, and phone calls from principals, counselors, 
teachers, parents, and peers who share those actions that illustrate the 
positive impact your leaders are capable of having on others.

Assessment of the Adult-leader

Both of us are fully aware that assessment of the adult leader is as 
necessary as it is for youth leaders. A first step in this process is to 
self-assess your own personal values. In chapter 1 we described three 
beliefs about kids that adult leaders need to have if they are to be 
successful program leaders (i.e., kids are capable of leading, caring 
for others, & making good decisions). Knowing that these values are 
squarely in place during program planning is a good start in the self-
assessment process.

You will also find that there are other ways of assessing your effec-
tiveness as an adult leader. For example, you can continually examine 
how you are doing by giving yourself a grade after every session (did 
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we say we are against giving grades?!). This allows you to become 
more informed about things that need work. You could grade on how 
well you handled a particular situation (e.g., a leader who develops a 
negative attitude) or how well you were able to orchestrate the group 
meeting. The problem that both of us have had in doing this, however, 
is that we tend to give ourselves low grades throughout the semes-
ter. You may find that you, too, will be your own worst critic. It is a 
good idea, therefore, to revisit the last chapter on adult-leader youth-
leader relationship skills. This will help guide your responses to self 
 evaluations.

Another way to self assess is by quizzing yourself using the ques-
tions in table 12.1. The questions were originally developed by Don 
(Hellison, 2003) to evaluate leadership qualities for those teaching in 
TPSR sport programs. The questionnaire has been somewhat modi-
fied to fit the context of a youth leadership program.

If all your responses to the questions can be either “yes” or “I am 
working on it” or “I want to do a better job on that” then you are on 
the right track! Don has further expanded the response set to assess 
your “specific readiness” by checking off one of the following catego-
ries for each statement:

I am doing this now,• 
I want to do this soon,• 
This a long-range goal for me,• 
I am not sure, let me think about it, or• 
This doesn’t apply to my program (Hellison, 2003, p. 119).• 

Assessment of the Program

All of the ideas for assessment that we have described provided thus 
far can (and should) be a part of what you do in your program. That is, 
reflection, journaling, note taking, and group discussion are integral 
parts of the overall operation of your leadership program! At some 
point, however, you will be asked to provide an overall assessment of 
your program. Funding agencies will no doubt require some kind of 
detailed assessment that tells them whether certain goals were met.

Formal program assessment can be a challenging task, especially 
if you are immersed in day-to-day operations. In some cases, it may 
be better to have someone from the outside evaluate the program 
although there are shortcomings in using this approach. One is that 
outsiders are not intimately connected with your program. This 
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makes it difficult for them to effectively translate their findings to the 
specific nuances of the program.

Many of our colleagues in the sciences would argue that having 
an outside person removes any bias during the evaluation process. 
We argue, however, that there is nothing wrong with having bias. 
In fact, there is no such thing as being unbiased in youth work. You 
can, however, get multiple perspectives if others observe your pro-
gram which may suggest some things you have overlooked or some 
blind spots in your self-assessment. Still, it is important to identify 
things that you struggle with in your program. After all, you are the 
one most familiar with the information already collected including 
anecdotal records from group and individual discussions. Both of us 
believe that if you truly want the outcomes of your assessment efforts 
to impact the quality of your program, you must become involved 
with the development and delivery of the program assessment plan 
and application of its outcomes.

A good starting point is to find out whether your program is doing 
what you want it do. If your program is doing something different 
from what you intended, then your leadership program will prob-
ably not work! It is not unusual to find program directors rush in 
with an armful of measuring tools only to find little effect from the 
program. The leadership program that we are talking about here may 

Table 12.1 Adult-leader questionnaire

1. Do you like kids and can relate to them?
2.  Do you try to treat all your leaders “unequally but fairly” (that is to say, 

 individually)?
3. Do you spend some time focusing on the leaders’ strengths?
4. Do you listen to your leaders—believe that they know things?
5. Do you share power with your leaders?
6. Are the leaders learning to include all their kids in the activities?
7.  Are the leaders learning to control their negative statements and temper, rather 

than relying on you to take control?
8. Do your leaders have an opportunity to work on their own goals?
9.  Do your leaders have a voice in evaluating the program and solving problems 

that arise?
10.  Do the leaders have ample opportunity to teach and lead?
11.  Do you try to emphasize the idea to your leaders of transfer from program to 

life?
12.  Do your leaders leave your program understanding the responsibility of being a 

leader?

9780230612365ts13.indd   1479780230612365ts13.indd   147 8/5/2009   2:47:26 PM8/5/2009   2:47:26 PM



148    Youth Leadership in Sport

not have, in fact, been implemented at all. For example, in Buchanan’s 
 dissertation (1996), she trained adult leaders to implement TPSR and 
then assessed the impact of their programs. The impact of TPSR on 
kids was minimal, but she learned that the trainers had difficulty giv-
ing up their control and therefore did not implement TPSR except in 
bits and pieces. That’s why it is important to separate the fidelity of 
your program from its impact (Hellison, 2003).

Program Outcome Model

Once you have determined the extent to which your leadership pro-
gram is being implemented, you can follow some other procedures 
that provide a more detailed picture of what your program is accom-
plishing. One model that has been used to guide program evaluation 
is the Program Outcome Model (United Way of Greater Greensboro, 
2001). In fact, many granting agencies (local and federal) often require 
that this model be included in grant requests. The figure below (fig-
ure 12.5) provides a flow chart of various parts of the model that can 
be included in the assessment process.

The “Input” part of the Greensboro model pertains to the resources 
that are needed to run the program (e.g., money, staff and staff time, 
volunteers, space). Constraints are also considered here. For example, 
one of the constraints that we have encountered with our summer 

Figure 12.5 Program outcome model

INPUTS ACTIVITIES OUTPUTS OUTCOMES

Sources dedicated to
or consumed by the
program

What the program does
with the inputs to fulfill
its mission

The direct products
program activities

Benefits for kids
during and after
program

e.g. e.g. e.g. e.g.

-Money -provide leadership -number of sessions -attendance
-staff and training -service programs to -number of kids served - teaching skill
-gym space/equipment kids in the community -number of leaders -commitment
- transportation/food -leadership training -community partners -self-evaluations

 served

Constraints of program

e.g.

-Space
- Incompatible scheduling
-Poor attendance
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leadership programs was working around the scheduling of space for 
other programs operating at our universities (NYSP, athletic sport 
camps, classes). Another constraint was the lack of parking space on 
a university campus—a constant sore point for outside community 
participants.

The “Activities” part relates to the program elements needed to 
fulfill its mission (e.g., leadership training, planning, and teaching 
other kids, providing internships). In essence, this section describes 
what your program is going to do.

The “Outputs” part basically describes the direct products of pro-
gram activities. These products include things like number of orien-
tation and training sessions, number of leadership sessions, number 
of hours that service to other kids is provide, number of participants 
being served, and number of community partners involved with the 
program.

The final part relates to expected “Outcomes” (or goals) of the 
program (e.g., program commitment, confidence in leading, increased 
teaching skills, increased sensitivity to the welfare of others, improved 
behavior at school). Journals, rating forms, lesson plans, reflection 
and group meeting comments, evaluations from the younger children, 
talks with the leaders’ teachers, counselors, principals, parents, and 
even bus drivers all provide viable information that should be com-
mensurate with your program goals.

School records can also be a data source although we seldom rely 
on these. Of course, clearance from administrators, youth leaders, and 
parents is required to do this. As we said earlier, grades are not some-
thing we look at. However, attendance, office referrals, and counselor 
recommendations can help to augment other data sources. An impor-
tant point here is that these types of data are reliant on the diligence 
of those who keep such records. We have found that “shoddy” record 
keeping is not uncommon in some schools. Computer retrieval sys-
tems are helpful to the extent in which student information is care-
fully entered into the data bank.

A helpful strategy in organizing these data sources is to develop 
an “assessment crosswalk” (O’Sullivan, 1993). Figure 12.6 shows an 
example of one that has been included in a recent proposal to the 
United Way. It is simply a visual representation of how each program 
goal is to be assessed. This format has become particularly useful 
in clarifying how each data source will be used. In addition, poten-
tial funding agencies find that the crosswalk provides a quick and 
interpretable snapshot of how assessment will be done.
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Two other assessment strategies similar to the program outcome 
model, program theory evaluation (Rogers et al., 2000) and the the-
ory of change approach (Vizzo et al., 2004), map not only the goals 
and outcomes of the program model but specific processes and strate-
gies intended to achieve each goal. These approaches have the advan-
tage of attribution: Specific program outcomes can be attributed to 
specific processes.

Use of Comparison Groups

At some point, you may feel compelled to use a comparison group 
to assess the true impact of your leadership program. In doing this, 
you try to compare your assessment measures to some comparable 
group of kids who are not involved with your leadership program—
sometimes referred to as a control group. We believe that compari-
son groups have to be used with extreme caution. There is a basic 
assumption that members of a comparison group are identical across 
various characteristics except for their non-participation status in 
your leadership program. Moreover, controlled studies are governed 
by parametric assumptions, which are very difficult to adhere to in 
youth work. We therefore think that these assumptions are impossi-
ble to support in working with adolescents, especially if they come 

PROGRAM MEASURES

PROGRAM
GOALS

Adult
Leader Journal

Leader
Questionnaire

Assistant
Ratings

Program 
Commitment

Responsible 
Leadership

Confidence in 
leading

Teaching 
skillfulness

Figure 12.6 Evaluation crosswalk
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from underserved environments. It is also problematic when your 
participants voluntarily come to your program; that is, they choose to 
become part of your leadership program. Trying to control for grades, 
prior achievement, socioeconomic status, or other factors does not 
account for the obvious motivational levels of the leaders who elect 
to participate in your program or the urging they received from their 
teacher, principal, and perhaps parents to get involved. This is not to 
say that group comparisons cannot highlight possible causes. All we 
are saying is that making such comparisons must be insightful and 
pertinent to the true meaning of any differences found or not found.

Insights and Take-aways

There are many ways in which assessment can be handled in your 
program. Whatever way you choose, it will be important for each 
leader, regardless of the stage they are at, to benefit from the process. 
Unlike assessment in schools, the assessment of your leaders, yourself, 
and the program must serve more than just seeing if leaders know 
their stuff about leading others. They need to be able to live it, feel it, 
and share it with those around them. Here are some things from this 
chapter that will help to insure this happens.

Assessment should not be treated as a separate part of your leadership • 
program. Self ratings, self-reflection, group discussion, personal note- 
taking, adult-leader feedback are some of the assessment ways that can 
be interwoven within your program.
Be clear as to how assessment can be used in your leadership program.• 
An important first step in the assessment process is to determine if your • 
program is doing what it was intended to do. Then you can follow up by 
assessing the youth leaders’ development, your effectiveness as an adult 
leader, and various program goals.
A program outcome model can be useful in assessing the overall opera-• 
tion of your program. The model guides you in determining resources, 
what the program intends to do, activities that fulfill program inten-
tions, and the benefits derived from participation.
Developing a program crosswalk is a simple way to interface sources of • 
your assessment data with program goals.
The person doing the assessment of your program should be familiar • 
with its operation. This means that it should be done by either you or 
someone who has a clear understanding of your program.
There are significant limitations in comparing your program partici-• 
pants to a “control” group. Therefore, using a comparison group in 
your assessment system has to be done with extreme caution.
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Research on Youth Leadership Programs

To write it, it took three months; to conceive it—three minutes; to collect the data 
in it—all my life

—Unknown

In a way the previous chapter on assessment serves as a jumping off 
point for this chapter on research. We want to show the more formal 
ways responsibility-based youth leadership programs have been stud-
ied. Over the past two decades various research efforts have delved 
into the many facets of leadership programming. Many of these stud-
ies were generated by our past students while others came from univer-
sity folk who, like us, ran values-based youth programs. It’s important 
to note that while TPSR programs have a long history, formal research 
on TPSR and youth leadership, both published and unpublished, is 
relatively new. This is why knowing the types of studies, their designs, 
and outcomes will provide a clearer picture of the scope and charac-
ter of program products. In turn, these products will provide impor-
tant reference points for future research endeavors. The research in 
youth development (Benson, 2006; Halpern, 2003; McLaughlin, 
2000; Wang & Gordon, 1994), the social sciences (e.g., deCharms, 
1976; Erikson, 1988; Gilligan, 1982) and critical pedagogy (Friere, 
1993; Rovegno & Kirk, 1995; McDonald et al., 2002) have all helped 
to inform us about evaluating youth serving programs.

In many cases, the approach to doing TPSR inquiry has cut across 
the grain of traditional positivistic research paradigms. Resistance 
to replicate the parent disciplines’ methodologies has been but-
tressed by developing an alternative research strategy of our own 
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called  service-bonded inquiry (Hellison & Martinek, 1997, 2006b; 
Martinek, Hellison, & Walsh, 2004). By building upon ideas as 
opposed to just theory, service-bonded inquiry more effectively 
addresses the squirmy issues related to values acquisition and per-
sonal growth of young people.

Our approach to this chapter will be two dimensional. First, we 
describe the research that has pin-pointed outcomes related to the 
TPSR curriculum model itself. The second dimension focuses specif-
ically on those studies that have looked at youth leadership program-
ming per se. Keep in mind that while TPSR programming has been 
the “heart and soul” of leadership development, past studies reveal 
several benchmarks of development along the way. These benchmarks 
represent gateways to more advanced leadership experiences for chil-
dren and youth.

TPSR Model Research—Here and Abroad

There have been well over thirty studies that have been conducted 
on Don’s TPSR model. All of these studies have examined program 
impact on underserved or at-risk children and youth. Most of these 
studies, some of which we have mentioned in previous chapters, have 
taken place in the United States with several others conducted in 
Europe (Spain & Portugal) and Australia and New Zealand.

A number of TPSR studies have attempted to summarize findings 
by grouping the findings within a particular time period. One such 
study was conducted by Hellison and Walsh (2002) where twenty-six 
studies dating from 1978 to 2001 were analyzed and summarized. 
Twenty-one of the studies were case studies based on both qualita-
tive and quantitative data. Both process and product measures were 
used across the twenty-six studies. Four research questions guided the 
analyses. Three attended to assessing TPSR outcome variables and 
one focused on program processes. Findings were also grouped into 
stronger and weaker evidence-based groups according to the number 
and quality of the studies and the nature of the findings. After data 
were analyzed and summarized they were compared to the principles 
underlying the TPSR model. Several conclusions that emerged show:

Strong support for “Physical Activity as a potentially powerful vehicle • 
for teaching life skills and values while at the same time promoting 
physical activity content learning.”
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Strong support for “the overarching purpose [as helping] students take • 
responsibility for their own well being and development and for con-
tributing to the well-being of others.”
Variable support for program participants improving on the five goals • 
(or levels) that help students focus on what to take responsibility for. Of 
the nineteen studies that investigated this question, fourteen reported 
self-control improvement and twelve reported effort improvement, but 
only eight showed self-direction improvement and only seven reported 
improvement in helping others. Perhaps most surprising, of the eleven 
studies that investigated transfer of these goals outside the gym, strong 
evidence of transfer was found for several goals. However, some evi-
dence showed non-transfer as well. The two studies that examined 
cross-age teaching found strong support for the number of positive 
 outcomes.
Uneven support was found regarding the five themes that characterize • 
daily practice and format as factors putting themes into practice. 
Exploration of the processes experienced by program participants 
turned up some evidence for interacting with a caring adult and having 
fun. However, the design of this review as well as most of the studies 
was not conducive to answering these process-oriented questions 
(Hellison & Martinek, 2006b, p. 618).

Individual Program Studies

Several of the studies in Hellison and Walsh’s review plus others that 
followed originated from either the Chicago or Greensboro TPSR pro-
grams. One of the early studies out of the Chicago program (Debusk & 
Hellison, 1989) used a case study approach to examine program 
impact of ten 4th grade boys. The program which utilized the TPSR 
model ran for approximately six weeks. The participants were referred 
to the program by school officials. Over a hundred handwritten pages 
were transcribed from responses from pre- and post-interviews of 
each club member. Office referrals and teacher-research field notes 
served as another data source. The data suggested that the responsibil-
ity model helped the students become aware of the self-responsibility 
concepts and incorporate the values of TPSR in their everyday lives. 
Affective changes were also found in the program. However, none of 
these changes occurred in the classroom setting.

In a later study by Don and Paul Wright (Hellison & Wright, 
2003), TPSR post-program impact after a nine-year period of partic-
ipation was examined. Club members’ attendance over the nine-year 
period and various qualitative measures constituted the data base of 
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the study. Results of the study showed that the program retention 
rates surpassed the average drop-out rate of inner city youth in other 
extended day programs. Other data showed that personal and social 
responsibility improvements were evident—a consequence of their 
participation in the program. Interestingly, many of the students also 
indicated that having a caring and respectful leader in their program 
was a big factor for them to attend—a factor that has been empha-
sized several times in this book.

In another longitudinal study, Tammy Schilling (2001) eval-
uated “veteran” club members from the Project Effort program in 
Greensboro. Since the program started with students in an elementary 
school in an underserved area of the city, the program staff was inter-
ested in finding out why club members stayed in the program over 
multiple years. Therefore, she wanted to determine factors that influ-
enced their continued involvement and commitment over a five-year 
period. Using a case study approach she interviewed (individual & 
focus) and applied a “card sorting” strategy with seven participants. 
She wanted to ask them about the barriers (e.g., gang involvement, 
school experiences) to program commitment and compare their own 
and the program staff’s perceptions of their commitment levels. Based 
on the responses from the interviews, themes were determined (e.g., 
learning activities, having a mentor) and placed on an index card. 
Each participant was then asked to “sort” the cards according to their 
importance to keeping them involved in the sport program. This pro-
cedure allowed Schilling to look across all participants to see what 
aspects of the program were least or more important.

Following content analysis she found that their involvement in the 
program was influenced by variation in activities, having fun, having 
a voice in how the program runs, staying out of trouble, and having 
program goals. The participants also stayed with the program across 
multiple years because of relationships with the staff and other club 
members (see chapter 9).

Wright and White (2003) focused their attention on TPSR and 
special needs children. They looked at program impact on cerebral 
palsy children who participated in a modified version of a TPSR sport 
program. Adapting to the nuances of a special education population 
of kids, the researchers tested the philosophical notions of a TPSR 
program. The sources of the data were medical records of the kids, 
field notes, and interviews of the participants’ physicians, therapists, 
and parents. The researchers found the program increased the partici-
pants’ sense of ability, produced positive feelings about the program, 
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and generated healthy social interactions among other participants 
and staff.

Throughout this book we have expressed concern about club mem-
bers’ inability to apply the responsibility values they learn in the club 
to other places in their lives. This problematic area of youth develop-
ment programming, especially during those early experiences in our 
sport clubs, has certainly been acknowledged through focused inqui-
ries into the barriers affecting value transfer.

One of these studies was conducted by Tom and two of his doc-
toral students—Tammy Schilling and Dennis Johnson (Martinek, 
Schilling, & Johnson, 1999) in the Project Effort program. They 
wanted to see whether the values and goals of the club, once learned, 
could be applied back at their school. To assist in the transfer of the 
goals mentors were matched with each club member. The general goal 
of the mentor component was to get youngsters to transfer the goal-
setting strategies and values acquired in the clubs to the classroom 
and home setting. To do this, graduate and undergraduate students 
and the researchers spent an additional two hours each week working 
with a student at the school site.

Mentors continually reinforced the importance of trying hard in the 
face of challenges (TPSR level two). Monitoring and encouragement 
were important roles played by the mentors during the goal- setting 
process. The idea was to make the child believe that trying hard was 
one of the reasons for success—gaining personal control over their 
behavior and academic work. This included providing alternative 
strategies for approaching learning tasks or behavioral difficulties in 
the classroom and gymnasium.

Each student had their own portfolio which included various types 
of data. Data sources included mentor journal entries, staff observa-
tions, and teacher ratings of classroom performance. A data matrix 
was developed from these data (Demos, 1989; Van Tulder, Van der 
Vegt, & Veenman, 1993) to organize and interpret how each club 
member was meeting the goals of the program. The matrix also 
allowed the evaluators to see how well the club members transferred 
the values and goals of the TPSR model to the classroom setting.

The results showed that the youngsters were able to acquire a degree 
of persistence at learning tasks in the gym and the classroom. Their 
ability to set goals and respect others in the gym also appeared to be 
present during the program. The club members, however, struggled 
to transfer some of the TPSR values to their classroom. For example, 
incidences of self control, respect, and caring for others were not as 
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high in the classroom as in the gym. The evaluators felt this inabil-
ity to transfer the values of the gym to the classroom also partially 
reflected a lack of ownership in the values of the club.

As a follow up to this study, Tom, Dan McLaughlin, and Tammy 
Schilling (1999) looked at actual school performance measures of 
Project Effort participants. These measures included nine-week 
grades, recorded teacher reprimands, and office referrals obtained 
from school records. Mentor journal entries were once again used 
as a data source. The teachers were also asked to comment on how 
hard the kids tried in their classroom work. Overall improvement 
in students’ engagement in class work along with increases in grade 
point average and decreases in reprimands and office referrals were 
reported. Teachers also noted that barriers to preventing positive 
impact for some of the students were home and neighborhood factors 
(e.g., unstable caregiver, gangs, and drug dealing).

A more recent study by Okseon Lee and Tom looked further into 
the cultural barriers of the school that prevented transfer from occur-
ring (Lee & Martinek, 2009). Considering the limitations in transfer 
studies, one important area of research that needed to be examined 
was children’s lives both in an after-school program and in school. 
One important premise was foundational to the study. That premise 
was that since the TPSR model is a values-based model (Hellison, 
2003), how program values were perceived and communicated in 
both the physical activity program and participants’ school could be 
a critical factor in connecting the two. Therefore, the purpose of the 
study was to investigate and analyze the culture of the Project Effort 
Sport Club along with the club members’ school. The school culture 
was defined according to its characterizations, values, norms, and 
behaviors.

Five children who had at least one full semester of participation in 
the program were in the study. Data were collected from participants’ 
individual interviews and observations of their involvement both at 
school and in Project Effort. Findings revealed that there was a clear 
difference in the participants’ perceptions of atmosphere between the 
after-school program and their school. Based on the interview data 
of the students, cultural differences were due, in large part, to the 
test-centeredness of the school. That is, achieving high test scores was 
perceived as a top priority for both students and teachers in the wake 
of the enactment of the law, “No Child Left Behind.” The major aca-
demic task in the school was test preparation, which required indi-
vidual work rather than cooperative work. In this context, students 
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defined self-direction as “mind your own business” and focused on 
their own test scores rather than helping other people. The inconsis-
tent communication of values between Project Effort and the school 
setting worked as structural borders which were created by “differ-
ences in expectations for how schools as institutions should operate” 
(Phelan, Davidson, & Yu, 1998, p. 13).

A higher priority was also placed on the values of control and 
achievement—two expectations of the school system. School norms 
were enforced strongly by rewards and punishments (e.g., silent lunch, 
no recess). Because Project Effort participants perceived their sport 
club and school settings as very different from one another, psycho-
social borders or barriers (e.g., lack of control, a sense of insecurity) 
were created in their school life. These were definite sources of con-
flict for the students and worked as negative forces in transferring 
program TPSR values from the sport club to the school setting.

International Studies

On the international front, TPSR programming and the transfer issue 
have been evaluated several ways. For example, Gordon’s (2005) 
six-month study of high school physical education classes in New 
Zealand looked at how TPSR affected class climate, behavior, deten-
tion rate, and goal setting. Daily teacher notations of student behav-
iors, self-reflection journals, and interviews of teachers all served as 
the data sources for the investigation. The results showed significant 
improvement in class atmosphere and relations between students and 
teachers. Also, some evidence of transferring these qualities to the 
classroom setting was reported.

Amparo Escarti and her research team (Escarti, Pascual, & 
Gutierrez, 2005) at the University of Valencia in Spain summarized 
a number of studies that focused TPSR interventions. One was on 
underserved youth in an after-school coaching club (see Hellison, 
Cutforth, Kallusky, Martinek, Parker, & Stiehl, 2000). The other 
was by Pedro Martin of Madrid University, who implemented TPSR 
with low income youth and reported positive changes in their values 
within the physical education setting. As with previous studies, how-
ever, the ability to apply the values outside of the gym was once again 
thwarted. Frustration with the social and economic barriers to apply 
these values outside the gym was found to be enormous challenges.

And there is Portuguese researcher and teacher, Leonor Reguieras, of 
the University of Porto. Her present work (Reguieras, 2008) taps into a 
much needed area of inquiry in youth development  programming. Her 
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work veers away from the transfer issue by focusing on adult leadership 
characterizations of values, goals, and motivations. Interestingly, little 
research has been done on those individuals who have provided dis-
tinct leadership in youth sport programming. So much of the research 
has looked solely at participant outcomes. While these participant 
by-products serve useful purposes in program development, it would 
seem as important (or even more important) to know the qualities and 
motives of those who develop and run youth development programs.

More specifically, Leonor is exploring the values, styles, and mis-
sions of selected leaders in youth sport development programs. By 
contrasting and comparing their views of youth development pro-
gramming, she is able to uncover some of the unique and common fea-
tures that drive their work with an assessment of the youngsters with 
whom they work. Relationship building is also a focal point of her 
inquiry. That is, knowing the requirements for good communication 
with and understanding of young people are additional focal points of 
her inquiry. Through individual in-depth interviews with six national 
and international leaders in youth sport programming, she was able to 
show that while there were some unique differences among the lead-
ers, features like focusing on kids’ strengths, relationship building, and 
having a clear set of values were common themes among the leaders. 
Another dimension of her work also described each leader’s expecta-
tions for program impact. Most of the leaders indicated that there is 
an important balance that has to be made between the challenges that 
kids face and what the program can deliver in addressing them.

Youth Leadership Program Studies

Because TPSR sport programs have provided the stepping stones to 
advance leadership experiences, investigations into their efficacy have 
become prevalent within the last several years. Uncovering the prod-
ucts of youth leadership development have allowed us to realize the 
large and small benefits of programming that evolve from stage three 
and four programming. As studies continue to emerge, we will be 
able to tap into a richer network of ideas for elevating young peo-
ple’s desire to contribute to their community. For this to occur it is 
important to pay attention to those past and present studies that have 
attempted to extricate factors the reveal good and not so good things 
about program impact.

In chapter 12, we referred to several studies that relied on various 
data sources. One of these studies was conducted by Nick Cutforth and 
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Karen Puckett (1999). They evaluated Chicago’s Apprentice Teachers 
Program which was designed for eleven high school kids who were 
given the responsibility to teach forty nine-year-olds from a nearby 
public housing community. The program ran four days per week over 
a five-week period. Both quantitative and qualitative methods were 
used to obtain information about the experiences in this sport camp. 
Both evaluators used informal observations, entries from a personal 
journal kept by the program director, and interview responses from 
the director and apprentice teachers before and after the program as 
the main data sources. In addition, the director took attendance and 
graded (i.e., A, B, C, D, F) the apprentice teachers’ effectiveness.

An important aspect of this evaluation was that Nick and Karen 
knew the apprentice teachers and had worked with them in previ-
ous years in the Coaching Club. Their familiarity with the teachers 
created open and honest discussions during interview sessions, thus 
enhancing the believability of the data.

The data showed that eight of the apprentice teachers’ attendance 
was steady. The greatest challenge, however, was to make the teach-
ers aware of their leadership role, particularly in taking charge of 
their sessions. Some teachers were organized and focused on teaching 
sport skills and keeping the children motivated to learn. However, 
there were others who needed close supervision throughout the camp 
experience in order to make sure they were prepared to teach. Others 
simply needed confirmation that they were on the right track. Their 
constant struggles with managing off-task behavior of the children 
indicated that some training was needed at the front end of the pro-
gram. They also had a difficult time in teaching basic sport skills. 
Nick and Karen also felt it was necessary to dilute the competitive 
nature of the apprentice teachers so that the less skilled kids would 
not be excluded from game play.

As with most evaluation schemes this particular study provided 
great baseline data for future inquiry of the impact of the Apprentice 
Teacher Program. The evaluation also showed that the teachers’ aware-
ness of the importance of helping others could be elevated through 
this type of program. The apprentice teachers’ eagerness to be part 
of next year’s program was apparent for all the young teachers. This 
further suggests that such commitment may be the beginnings of cre-
ating a vision of an alternative future for themselves.

In another study on youth leadership development (Martinek, 
Schilling, & Hellison, 2006), the researchers looked at how youth 
leaders advanced in their leadership skills throughout a program. 
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Similar to the other studies reported thus far, qualitative and quan-
titative data sources (i.e., interviews, journal entries, and field notes) 
were once again analyzed. Using a case study approach, four youth 
leaders from the Greensboro Youth Leader Corps program were 
profiled according to their responses to their leadership experiences 
and subsequent growth. Each leader was profiled along a contin-
uum of leadership qualities that were based on learned helplessness 
(Martinek  & Griffith, 1993) and moral development theories (Burns, 
1978; Gilligan, 1982; Kohlberg, 1971). Four stages of leadership devel-
opment were differentiated through each leader’s reasons for leading 
others. These reasons ranged from leading because of personal needs 
(e.g., wanting to be with friends) to those that were genuinely focused 
on meeting the needs of others. As previously underscored through-
out this book, these stages were also found to be fluid; that is, they 
fluctuated considerably due to outside circumstances experienced by 
each of the leaders (Hellison & Martinek, 2006b). These data also 
gave guidance for the adult leader to prepare and adjust for the uncer-
tainties associated in developing young people into caring and com-
passionate leaders.

Earlier we described the factors that sustain participants’ involve-
ment in Greensboro’s Project Effort Sport Club (Schilling, 1999). In a 
rare follow-up study by Tammy Schilling, Tom Martinek, and Sarah 
Carson (2007), an attempt was made to find out reasons for the youth 
leaders’ sustained involvement in the Youth Leader Corps program. 
Twelve adolescents from Schilling’s original study were included in 
the study. The barriers that challenged their commitment were also 
identified. Individual interviews revealed program-related barriers 
that included logistics, structure, and relationships, and personal-
related barriers which included perceived alternatives, personal char-
acteristics, and “real-life” responsibilities. Similar to the 2001 study, 
antecedents were grouped under program environment, program 
structure, relationships, and personal characteristics. Participants 
also described outcomes in terms of behavior and emotional involve-
ment related to program commitment. For example, trying hard, 
sticking with it, enjoying the chance to lead, motivation, and regular 
attendance reflected attributes of program commitment for them.

A final study deals with finding out what leaders do after they leave 
the Youth Leader Corps. We have often emphasized the importance 
of evaluating the latent effects of leadership program participation. 
Chapter 8 (Self-actualized Leadership) underscores the importance 
of moving young people to a position in their lives where they begin 
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to acquire clarity of vision and purpose. Responsible parenting, hold-
ing down a job that has meaning, imparting important life skills to 
others, and envisioning even greater possibilities for oneself are the 
tangibles and intangibles of this process.

In a study by Tammy Schilling (2008) the story of Tasha, a past 
Youth Leaders Corps member was told. Tasha graduated from high 
school, eventually got married, acquired several jobs, pursued post-
secondary education, and had three children in the process. From 
interviews of Tasha and her mom, the researcher crafted a telling story 
of how past experiences in the Youth Leader Corps intersected with 
challenges related to social identity, disconnection from her primary 
caregiver, and teenage pregnancy. Love for her kids, self-confidence 
in facing challenges, ability to distance herself from a stressful home 
environment, and a strong sense of social and moral maturity were 
essential protective mechanisms that helped her grapple with her life 
challenges. The story uncovers the key adaptive factors that played a 
role in her life. Several of these were connected to program member-
ship and its empowering atmosphere. For example, opportunity to 
make decisions and demonstrate responsible leadership ability in the 
program, and having a strong connection to the program leader all 
served as resiliency building agents. In the end, along with her strong 
personality traits, past program involvement had, in part, maintained 
the impulse for self discovery and commitment to help others (her 
own children).

Insights and Take-aways

This chapter has provided a number of studies connected to TPSR 
values-based sport programs and leadership opportunities for young 
people. These studies and future ones will continue to create modi-
fications in our approach to both programs. That’s why continual 
study of these programs will be needed regardless of the methodol-
ogies and data sources called upon to accomplish the task. Here are 
some things that we hope will guide future research efforts:

Research on youth leadership programming is at its beginning stages in • 
the area of sport. Creative as well as traditional forms of inquiry (i.e., 
mixed methods) will be needed to sustain vigorous research activity. 
One of these alternative forms, service-bonded inquiry, effectively 
addresses those questions related to value and relational outcomes of 
youth programming.
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TPSR studies have included those that focus on programs that serve as • 
precursors to more advanced leadership development programs. These 
studies have been done at both national and international levels, thus 
providing cross-cultural representation of products and methodologies.
Transfer studies have shown some modest positive outcomes. However, • 
these studies show that barriers to effective application of program val-
ues continue to be related to poverty and the school culture.
Adult leaders’ qualities remain an unexplored area of inquiry. More • 
needs to be done in this area so the professional training in youth devel-
opment can be further enhanced.
Many of the studies on youth leadership programming have been con-• 
nected to process and product variables (teaching effectiveness, atten-
dance, commitment, and values orientation). Some have begun looking 
at the impact on past youth leaders’ later life circumstances.
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Making It Happen

My goal is to be morally strong, and I think I have failed at every turn. Every now and 
then I have a moment where it’s a little something.

—Ken Howard, “The White Shadow”

If you are thinking of starting your own leadership program, no doubt 
the first question that will loom from your deliberation is “When and 
how do I get started?” The answer to the first part of that question is 
that there is no special time to begin . . . so do it NOW! Martin Luther 
King once said, “The time is always right to do the right thing.” Begin 
creating your own vision as to how you want your program to look. 
Remember this is your program—not ours. So think of how your 
vision will result in a great leadership program.

The answer to the second part of the question is a little more com-
plex. Your circumstance will have a lot to do with how your program 
will evolve. Earlier we talk about the importance of having resources, 
support, and community connections. These factors will impact on 
how you proceed with program planning and so they must be care-
fully assessed before you begin. However, we believe there are sev-
eral strategies that will help to insure a good start for your program, 
regardless of your situation:

Start small• 
Connect with resources• 
Be prepared for challenges• 
Don’t forget your values• 
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Start Small

Several years ago a close colleague of ours at another university 
was thinking of starting a leadership program with several schools. 
However, she was worried about the time it would require to organize 
and run the program. She was afraid that with everything else to do, 
the possibility of fitting it into her schedule seemed doubtful. Our best 
advice to her (and you) was to start small and try not to change the 
world. When both of us started our sport and leadership programs 
we started with small numbers of kids and a tight time schedule. We 
wanted to try out our ideas in one program that we thought we could 
handle. One day a week with one group made the start up tenable. 
As a university faculty, especially if you are untenured, the concept 
of “less is more” must guide planning as you begin your program. 
Balancing the time between academic and program demands must 
be carefully considered. Otherwise, the quality of your work in both 
contexts will suffer.

If you’re working in a community youth program like the Boys and 
Girls Club or recreation program, it is also wise to start with a small 
group of kids. This is especially important when working on the early 
stages of leadership experiences. Since community programs will either 
have kids who come often or time to time, it is best to select those kids 
who attend on a regular basis. You can work with them early, advanc-
ing them through the stages of development and eventually have them 
assist in teaching or mentoring the other kids in the club.

Nsandjo Macha, a director of a Boys and Girls Club in Greensboro, 
would select some of the older kids in the club to help with certain 
activities involving the younger club members. He then began work-
ing with them on Saturdays to work on more advanced leadership 
skill (Stages 1 and 2) so they could eventually help teach sport skills 
(and life skills) to smaller groups of kids during the regular club times. 
Over time his “new staff” was able to provide the much needed relief 
for his overstretched staff.

Similarly, Stephanie Baldwin, an Americorps volunteer has devel-
oped her own version of a “Leadership Club.” Stephanie runs a youth 
and family service program in one of Greensboro’s immigrant public 
housing communities. She was also able to attend one of Tom’s work-
shops and became a frequent visitor to his Youth Leader Corps pro-
gram. Using some of the concepts and ideas borrowed from the Youth 
Leader Corps program she began a small leadership program with 
a few of the high school residents. Stephanie’s leaders were not only 
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positive contributors to the Americorps mission but became positive 
role models for the younger children in their own community.

And then there is James Hollins who grabbed a bunch of ideas 
from a visitation to Chicago’s leadership program. Several years later 
he is still using those ideas in his work with low income youth in 
Chicago. For those of you who work in school programs, the “less 
is more” theme is equally important. You can start with one class, 
select a small group of kids, and meet with them outside of the regular 
class times. Kim Berg’s Breakfast Club and Nick Cutforth’s Energizer 
Clubs (see chapter 7) were good examples of how older and more 
responsible kids in your school can be trained and ready to help teach 
some of your younger kids either during the school day or as part of a 
special before- and after-school program (Cutforth, 1997).

One cautionary note: Start with the first stage of youth leader-
ship development—Learning to Take Responsibility—before think-
ing of implementing the other stages. Progression is a key here and 
starting small means starting at the beginning before adding on the 
other stages of leadership experiences. Work with the first stage, play 
with it, reflect on it, play with it again, and so on. When you feel 
comfortable with what you have accomplished then move on to more 
advanced stages. Keeping it small and following with progressively 
small steps is part of the developmental process.

Connect with Resources

Early on we talked about the importance of securing resources for 
your program. Resources can take the shape of many things. And, 
their availability and access can vary depending on the context in 
which the program will operate (e.g., university, school, Boys and 
Girls Club, YMCA). One of these resources is space. Regardless of 
where you work (i.e., university, school, community-based program) 
there will be many factors that impact space availability. Obviously, 
one of these factors is simply having limited space for physical activ-
ity (e.g., no gym). A lunch room, hallway, school stage, and arts and 
craft room are some examples of spaces that limit physical activity 
programming. Other factors are those programs that require shared 
space at your center or school (e.g., special community events, other 
sport programs). For example, in Chicago the pressure on increasing 
test scores created by the “No Child Left Behind” has caused space to 
become scarce for running after-school programs. Consequently, gym 
and cafeteria space have been lost to academic tutorial programs.
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In Greensboro’s campus-based program, the scheduling of athletic 
practice, summer sport camps, and university courses determines 
which day and times the Youth Leader Corps Program can be offered. 
Likewise, school- and community-based programs face the similar 
scheduling considerations although we have found that there seems to 
be a little more scheduling flexibility within these programs.

Another important resource is your community partnerships—
something emphasized in chapters 7 and 8. Because kids already 
attend community-based and school programs, you have a “ready 
made” access to this resource. However, university programs will rely 
heavily on the faculty member’s ability to establish ties to commu-
nity agencies (see Walsh, 2002) in order to get students to partici-
pate. Likewise, the successful implementation of stages three and four 
experiences will heavily depend on making connections to commu-
nity partners for teaching and internship experiences. Keep in mind, 
however, that securing these partnerships are further down the road 
in your program considerations and should not be a prerequisite to 
getting started.

A final, less tangible but most important source, will be your per-
severance. As excited as you may be about doing this kind of work, 
you must be prepared for those ups and downs due to kids’ behav-
ior and attitudes and colleague support. To test your readiness for 
this work it is helpful to ask yourself: “Why should I do this work?” 
In response to this question we are reminded of Mahatma Gandhi’s 
insightful proclamation: “You must be the change you wish to see 
in the world.” These words reflect the spirit that you must have to 
get kids where you want them to be. Each youngster brings into the 
program circumstances and daily experiences unique in severity and 
scope. Young leaders will also bring in various levels of adaptability 
that has allowed them to navigate through a social system fraught 
with economic, social, and geographic barriers (Hellison et al., 2000). 
Racism, poverty, and societal indifference are common denominators 
among underserved youth and will not disappear. You will also find 
that these barriers become the unwanted companions of your work, 
thus making it far from being easy. But, what will keep you going 
is the excitement of being in a position to have the opportunity to 
do something for your kids—to enable them to successfully confront 
these problems.

Another response to the question “Why should I do this work?” 
is that young people need something that an adult person—you—
possess: experience, status, abilities, and hopefully, a caring attitude. 
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Consequently, your status is appreciably elevated beyond the level of 
an administrator or teacher. You now become a leader and role model 
for them. Such status crystallizes your relationships with them in a 
way that will give you enormous responsibility. If a youth leadership 
program is to be successful at all, it must be seen as a relationship 
between you and the young people with whom you work. It can-
not turn into a program that is merely developed and administered 
(Swinehart, 1990).

A third response to the question “Why should I do this work?” is 
one that is often heard from youth workers: “I want to make a differ-
ence!” As an adult leader, you can make a difference, but it will be a 
difference that is hard to predict. William Damon often finds in his 
work as a child psychologist that young people must discover their own 
unique purposes, out of their own interests and values (Damon, 2008). 
You, as an adult leader, can only guide them by shaping discoveries and 
creating a culture around them that engages them in ways that help 
them and those they lead to become responsible people. It is applying 
Myles Horton’s “two-eyed” theory—keeping one eye on where kids are 
and one eye on where they can be (see Littky, 2004). This also means 
that you cannot provide a ready-made purpose to a young leader’s life. 
What you can do, however, is get to know them for who they are, 
inspire them to have a vision of a possible future, and cultivate their 
will to search, and explore possible pathways to future goals.

A final response to the question “Why should I do this work?” is 
simply “change is needed!” For us, it is time to change the effects of the 
self-fulfilling prophecy created by low expectations of teachers, admin-
istrators, and, even parents. For too long many young people, especially 
those who are underserved, have been crippled by the “you can’t” mes-
sages thrown at them throughout their lives. Thinking outside the box 
in terms of how we can effectively get kids to see themselves as leaders 
will be a huge challenge. Negative self-perceptions are hard to change. 
That is why reflection, decision making, and power sharing are so cru-
cial in helping kids discover what they can be. Sometimes the changes 
are small ones. Sometimes they need to be big ones. But whatever their 
size they all translate into possibilities for fostering aspirations, finding 
purpose, and regaining membership in their community.

Prepare for Challenges

In the early part of your program expect to confront obstacles. Some 
of these translate into leaders’ misunderstanding of what the program 
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is all about. Additionally, challenges can be seen in the leaders’ inabil-
ity to focus on their leadership roles. Keep in mind that most, if not 
all leaders, have certain needs, none of which can be ignored by you. 
Those leaders whose needs are all-consuming will respond much 
differently to their leadership roles than those who are able to place 
needs aside for the sake of leading others.

A good example of how needs-based leaders can back away from 
their leadership roles was evident with two of Greensboro’s leaders, 
Otis and Nicole. One day they were nowhere to be found as their chil-
dren filed into the gym; their teaching area was not set up. One of the 
leaders told the adult leader (Tom) to look in a small closet outside 
the gym. When the closet door swung open he discovered Otis and 
Nicole embraced in a “romantic interlude.” Obviously, the need to be 
prepared for their kids took a back seat to their need to be together!

On the other hand, there was Derek, who exemplified a more 
advanced stage of leadership behavior. Derek always came early, set 
up his teaching area, and even greeted the children as they came into 
the gym! His needs, although still a part of his life, were set aside for 
the welfare of his kids.

You will also be confronted with making tough decisions due to 
circumstances that suddenly emerge. Having to make these decisions 
can take their toll and often make you second guess if this is the right 
thing to do. For example, what do you do when one of your leaders 
is suspended from school? Do you let the leader still participate? If 
not, who will be responsible for teaching his/her group of kids? Or, if 
you let the leader continue to participate, what can you do or say that 
reinforces the consequence for screwing up in school? Or what do you 
do when a leader experiences a personal set back, like the death of a 
friend or family member? When and how do you effectively address 
the issue with the leader so that he or she can stay on track? Our rec-
ommendation is to not waver and persevere in addressing these prob-
lems. This means that determination, problem solving, and tough 
decision-making will be key factors in keeping you on track.

James Kallusky had a great way of persevering over such obstacles. 
He kept track of what he called “daily private victories.” They are 
those small incidents that occur in your program that give you faith 
that things are working (Hellison et al., 2000). These events can be 
as small as a leader that continually comes on time or volunteers to 
gather some of the equipment left out from a session or it can be 
when one the children tell you how much they enjoyed working with 
her leader. Don’t underestimate the importance of recognizing these 
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small victories. They will rebuff those feelings of self doubt that so 
often creep in when facing the challenges of being an adult leader. So 
“not giving up” is the message here; it needs to be part of your mind-
set. If you give up on your program, you give up on kids. As James 
Kallusky poignantly stated, “Good adult leaders occasionally become 
heroes, and there is nothing wrong with that” (p. 209).

Don’t Forget Your Values

Your values will play a huge role in what your program will look like. 
We have stressed this several times throughout our book. Our take on 
leadership embraces a set of values based on the TPSR framework. We 
believe they are important for kids to absorb, practice, and internalize. 
For us, they form the foundation for elevating their need to become 
caring and compassionate leaders. At the same time, for those of you 
who are unfamiliar to TPSR, we can only hope that you embrace a set 
of values that will reflect the spirit of TPSR. We have tried to thread 
them throughout this book and trust that they will remain steadfast 
as you plan and implement your leadership program.

As you prepare to meet the challenges ahead of you, it will be help-
ful to think of your program as a living organism. Like any living 
organism, a good program has to change continuously and be ready 
to change at any moment. If your program is to be successful, it must 
continually look at itself, question what it does, and make adjust-
ments when necessary (Littky, 2004). When young leaders walk out 
from your program you need to ask: What do you want them to take 
with them? Your answer should be: You can only plant seeds that will 
bear the fruit of your values that shape their lives in a positive way. 
In the end, your values and commitment to teaching them will have 
an enormous pay-off for your leaders—they will become more self 
directed and caring people.

A Final Thought

Clearly the path that young people take to developing their leadership 
potential will be circuitous and unpredictable. Frustration, success, 
and failure will all be part of the journey for your leaders and you! 
Their leadership development will not only depend on your leader-
ship, but where they find themselves in life. If we are to alter the ste-
reotypic perceptions of what and who leaders should be, young people 
need to become keenly aware of their leadership potential. This will 
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especially true for those of you who work with kids who have been 
marginalized from the mainstream. In short, making all kids positive 
contributors to their community is what it is all about. The ideas pre-
sented in this book are just a few of examples of ways in which you 
can awaken young people to this realization. So your support will be 
crucial here. It will not only help them find and follow their path as 
leaders but affirm their importance to their community.

Insights and Take-aways

In figuring out the best way to bring closure to this book we are 
reminded that there is never any real closure to this work. We are fully 
aware that there are those of you who may not be quite sure how to 
get started in this work. This chapter focuses on bringing clarity to 
how to begin this journey of leadership development and how you can 
make it happen.

In starting a leadership program you need to consider • your circum-
stance, your values, your emotional investment, and your resource sup-
port. They will all determine where you want to go with your program 
and the pathway that will get you there.
“Starting small” means begin with low numbers and a clear under-• 
standing of resource availability. It also means forming experiences 
from the beginning stages of leadership development. Progression must 
be at the forefront of planning.
Connecting with resources, preparing for challenges, and holding onto • 
your values are key factors to consider with planning a youth leadership 
program.
Your program will continually evolve as you examine and reexamine • 
what is working and whether the fidelity of TPSR values are maintained 
throughout the development of your youth leaders. Challenges that 
come your way will force you to make the changes needed to insure 
 positive and lasting program outcomes.
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Epilogue

Three Questions

I feel like I am respected because children listen to what I am saying and they take 
it to heart.

—Youth Leader Corps member

Leadership has become a buzz word in educational and youth devel-
opment circles. Youth workers, teachers, coaches, curriculum special-
ists, and professional development university faculty face increasing 
advocacy for more and better youth development programs. We have 
mentioned some of these specific programs, but our focus has been 
on our own work with kids and that of our former students and like-
minded colleagues.

To wrap up our case for youth leadership development, we address 
three overarching questions:

Why do we think our approach is important?• 
Why do we think it works?• 
How fallible are our values and ideas?• 

Why Do We Think Our Approach Is Important?

Our work with kids is driven by a few core values as well as our expe-
riences in urban youth program development. As one teacher told us 
when asked if our approach was working with his kids, he replied 
“No, but it will!” He so believed in the underlying values that he was 
determined to outlast the critics, balky kids, and a doubtful admin-
istrator. His patience paid off as teachers began to report positive 
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changes in attitude and behavior, and referrals to the office declined. 
Our commitment to a set of values and beliefs outweighs whatever 
setbacks we experience.

At the same time, experience has taught us to constantly adjust 
our pedagogical practices, to go more slowly or progress at a faster 
pace, to modify some of our ideas, to individualize in order to meet 
students where they are. These kinds of bumps in the road have not 
only left a mark on our work but have caused us to feel very hum-
ble in sharing our ideas with others. Contexts also differ, as do pro-
fessional responsibilities, limiting the reach of our own experiences. 
A school functions differently from a community youth organization, 
and both differ from programs sponsored by police and juvenile jus-
tice systems. Teachers, coaches, youth workers, and other related pro-
fessionals face different issues such as the role of school rules, unique 
organized sport issues (e.g., how important should winning be?), and 
the need to recruit and retain kids who attend voluntarily.

Our approach uses physical activities as more than a “hook” 
(Hartmann, 2003; Hirsch, 2005). It embeds basic youth develop-
ment principles such as leadership in the physical activity content 
(Hamilton & Hamilton, 2004). It is leadership by doing, by trial-and-
error learning, not for future leadership but leadership right now, first 
with peers, then with younger kids, and finally in the community.

Moreover, our approach emphasizes servant leadership (Komives 
et al., 1998) rather than a top down dictatorship in which the leader 
tells followers what to do, when to do it, and how well or poorly 
they are doing it. Followers’ only task is to do it! Servant leadership 
attempts to address the needs of the kids, to serve the kids. We also 
emphasize that all kids can be leaders, not just athletes, not just the 
most outgoing, not just the “favorites” of the adult leaders. Our lead-
ership approach stresses caring and compassionate leadership which 
can help, as Outward Bound founder Kurt Hahn so succinctly put it, 
“make the brave gentle and the gentle brave” (Richards, 1982). It’s not 
an easy road for youth leaders. “To be an effective leader, kids have 
to strive against external forces” (deCharms, 1986), not only those 
forces impinging on them but on their peers as well. That means, for 
example, not acting “cool” or tough despite peer pressure to do so. To 
top it off, we emphasize intrinsic rewards in a sport culture (as well as 
larger culture) that emphasizes extrinsic rewards such as trophies and 
other tangible awards, promotion of winners, and celebrations of the 
physically elite. We’ve discovered that all of our alternatives to com-
mon practice are possible, but kids must practice them and gradually 
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“buy in” to their meaning and worth. The buy-in does not always 
come first! One of our students who was with us from fifth grade 
through high school graduation said that he had no idea what we 
were talking about for the first three years, despite being one of our 
best leaders! He just stuck around for the basketball and the relation-
ships. He certainly had the program leader (one of us) fooled!

One more point on why we think this work is important. While all 
kids can be leaders and would benefit from the experience, our focus 
for over fifty years (combining our individual years of experience) 
has been to try to level the playing field to some extent for high-needs 
kids who live in underserved communities, are often seen as trouble-
makers, and sometimes have run-ins with the juvenile justice system. 
That’s our niche, so this book is slanted in that direction. At the same 
time, everything we have shared also applies to more affluent youth 
who have their own set of problems, including drugs, teen pregnancy, 
suicide, and homicide. But regardless of the changing tone of many 
affluent communities, leadership training is also needed for those 
kids whose circumstances privilege them. Right or wrong, they are 
the most likely candidates for future civic and educational leadership 
positions, and many of them could use a strong dose of responsible 
servant leadership.

Why Do We Think It Works?
We have devoted a chapter to assessment in order to share some evalu-
ation tools, but our answer to this question extends beyond that chap-
ter. Evidence certainly matters, especially to funders and academics, 
but in this book we have shared a number of anecdotal examples por-
traying kids who have benefited from leadership experience. These 
kinds of experiences are powerful evidence for us, whether or not 
they are recognized by research methodologists. Fortunately, qual-
itative research methodologies have broadened considerably since 
Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) views had top billing. This has also given 
service-bonded inquiry (Martinek, Hellison, & Walsh, 2004) some 
solid footing and scope for doing meaningful program evaluation.

Throughout our careers, we tried to practice a multidimensional 
trial-and-error approach (with lots of errors), to be adult role models 
who purposely try to develop meaningful relationships with individ-
ual kids, and to implement a specific framework based on combining 
TPSR with four stages of leadership, all aimed at promoting youth 
leadership. We think these strategies are likely to have a greater 
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impact than any one strategy acting alone. Trial-and-error necessarily 
accompanies efforts to put new ideas into practice. Being a relational 
role model supports University of Regina professor Nick Forsberg’s 
observation that TPSR is not a way of teaching, “it’s a way of being” 
(personal communication). Our leadership stages—by providing a 
progression that begins with leadership awareness, advances to peer 
and cross-age teaching and coaching, and culminates in community 
leadership experiences—offer a structure for planning and assessing 
kids’ progress as leaders.

In a broader sense, the recognizing of physical activity as a legiti-
mate youth development approach, not just as a “hook” but as a legit-
imate training ground for leadership, further supports our approach 
(Perkins & Menestrel, 2007). However, none of these arguments hold 
up for programs that do not possess fidelity in relation to the leader-
ship model being employed. For example, in our work, responsibility 
does not mean, “If you do what I say you are being responsible,” nor 
does it mean that anything goes. It means doing as one must, not 
as one pleases (deCharms, 1986). These misinterpretations reflect an 
absence of fidelity to the leadership approach we are advocating and 
therefore do not represent what we have been advocating.

How Fallible Is Our Approach?

We have already confessed that our work is based on a blend of values, 
beliefs, and experiences with kids, making it “by definition” fallible. 
But no matter how much evidence is piled up in support of a par-
ticular approach to leadership or any other youth development idea, 
the believing and cherishing of the adult leader cannot be ignored 
(Greene, 1986). Research strongly supports the influence of an adult 
leader’s professional values in the adoption of any program model, 
regardless of the strength of evidence of its effectiveness (Coburn, 
2003; Lytle, 2002).

Moreover, rather than appealing to the research that supports our 
approach (e.g., Hellison & Walsh, 2002), we have pointed out that 
these are just ideas. And we’ve stated that our youth leadership devel-
opmental framework is still evolving. We’ve also recognized other 
promising sport-based youth leadership programs, such as Charlie 
Tribe’s Sports 37 program in the Chicago Park District.

We have shared personal examples of our leadership work in after-
school and physical education programs, but contexts differ, as do 
professional roles as we have already noted, and we have not had 
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experiences in all of them. In closing, however, we should at least 
mention Walt Kelly’s TPSR-based high school varsity football pro-
gram (Hellison, 2003) and an early TPSR-based high school varsity 
wrestling program coached by one of us (Hellison, 1980). Neither of 
these organized sport programs benefited from the leadership stages, 
but they did attempt to promote leadership roles on the team in the 
spirit of this book.

Since we are sharing our fallibility here, it is fitting to close with an 
old quote that one of us has cited twice before (Hellison, 1978, 2003). 
It is still true, so we invite you to join us for a walk “in the mud.”

Ideas are clean
I can take them out and look at them.
They fit nicely into books.
They lead me down the narrow way.
And in the morning they are there.
Ideas are straight.
But the world is round
And a messy mortal is my friend.
Come walk with me in the mud.

(Prather, 1970)
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Appendix 1

Content of Leader Notebook Samples

YOUTH LEADER CORPS PROGRAM DATES

Spring Semester

January 19 (training), 26 (training)
February 2, 9, 16, 23
March 2, 16, 23, 30

April 6, 20, 27

SPORT CLUB ROUTINE

Practice time
Large Group meeting

Small group work
Small game with home group

Large group meeting
Dismissal

Leader/assistant meeting
Planning
Dinner

YOUTH LEADER CORPS

Leader Plans/Comments

Lesson Activity:

Leadership
Rating:

All
World Good Fair Not So Good Ugh!

Being ready 5 4 3 2 1
Being with it 5 4 3 2 1
Being enthused 5 4 3 2 1
Being a role model 5 4 3 2 1
Leader Comments:
Assistant Comments:
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THE FOUR B’s

Be ready
Be enthused
Be with it

Be a role model

YOUTH LEADER CORPS PERSONAL AND SOCIAL
RESPONSIBILITY MODEL

Level 1: RESPECT for the rights and 
feelings of others

 • Self control
 • Cooperation/teamwork
 • Peaceful conflict resolution

Level 2: EFFORT

 • On task
 • Trying your best
 • Defining personal success

Level 3: SELF DIRECTION

 • Goal setting
 • Setting personal challenges
 • Working on your own

Level 4: HELPING AND LEADING OTHERS

 • Concern for group welfare
 • Being sensitive and responsive
 • Caring for others

Level 5: TAKING “IT” OUTSIDE THE GYM

 • Home
 • School
 • Neighborhood
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