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Abstract

This action-oriented inquiry aligned with the emerging student leadership program at Yukon
University (YukonU). Partnered with the Student Success Division, I explored how the Student
Success Division might enhance the development of leadership competencies for YukonU
students. Using an Indigenous research methodology with an appreciative inquiry stance, I
gathered data from YukonU students and alumni through an online survey and a virtual
Indigenous sharing circle. I garnered further insights from the Student Success Division staff to
present optimal recommendations for their department. The project adhered to all Royal Roads
University and YukonU requirements for research. The following themes surfaced from the data:
safe spaces, empowerment, connection and team mindset, and hands-on experiences. I put
forward four recommendations for the Student Success Division: the implementation of selfawareness activities for staff and students, staff training on leadership development,
implementation of experiential leadership learning experiences, and the development of a
leadership competency framework.
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Executive Summary
Yukon University (YukonU) is Canada’s only university north of 60. In addition to the main
campus, Ayamdigut, in Whitehorse Yukon, the university includes 13 satellite campuses in the
rural communities of the Yukon. The Student Success Division, a department within the YukonU
Ayamdigut campus, was the partner organization for this inquiry. The Student Success Division
was formed in 2020 as an overarching department that supports students through many facets.
This division nurtures students through health and wellness, academic and technology support,
mentorship connections, student onboarding, and First Nation student navigation (YukonU, n.d.).
In identifying a gap of student leadership programming, the Student Success Division had a
vision of creating a comprehensive student leadership program that is sustainable, engaging, and
inclusive of all students at YukonU. Thus, this thesis aimed to explore how best to start a student
leadership program and specifically examined the underlying question, how might the Student
Success Division enhance the development of leadership competencies for Yukon University
students? Several subquestions also guided my inquiry:
1. How do students and alumni describe their successful leadership experiences?
2. What do the leadership competencies of a successful graduate from YukonU look like
to students and alumni?
3. What learning opportunities might support emerging student leaders to grow in their
leadership abilities?
4. How might students’ development of leadership competencies transfer to leadership
in the workplace?
5. What steps does the Student Success Division need to take to strengthen its
development of student leaders?
Literature
The initial literature review focused on three areas: how to empower students as leaders,
leadership competency development, and student leadership in noncurriculum settings. Several
key concepts surfaced that helped direct the study methods and methodologies. In order to
empower students as leaders, students have to first be able to conceptualize self as leader through
critical reflection (Agger-Gupta & Etmanski, 2014; Brown, 2018; Kouzes & Posner, 2017;
Outcalt et al., 2001; Owen, 2015; Seemiller, 2013); this reflection must include their values,
cultural identity, self-confidence, and motivation toward leadership (Correia-Harker & Dugan,
2020; Guthrie et al., 2013; Kouzes & Posner, 2017; Leupold et al., 2020; Outcalt et al., 2001;
Owen, 2015; Seemiller, 2013). Leadership competency development is an intentional and
transformative process (Agger-Gupta & Etmanski, 2014; Eich, 2008; Kouzes & Posner, 2017;
Seemiller, 2013). Developing these competencies is not a one-size-fits-all approach; rather, they
are on a continuum with a need to assess what stage a student may be at and the potential
mediators that influence how students move along this continuum (Hannah & Avolio, 2010;
Owen, 2015;). Lastly, a comprehensive approach is deemed an essential need in higher education
institutes; thus, should not be limited to formal academic curriculum (Eich, 2008; Owen, 2015;
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Tucci et al., 2019). Interactions outside the classroom, high-impact and experiential practices,
peer-to-peer interactions, and community service are shown to be key elements toward
enhancing leadership in emerging leaders (Agger-Gupta & Etmanski, 2014; Owen, 2015).
Methodology, Methods, and Data Analysis
This action-oriented thesis embodied an Indigenous methodology with an appreciative inquiry
stance. I gathered data through two online methods: an anonymous survey and a virtual
Indigenous sharing circle. Participants included students and alumni of YukonU who were
enrolled in part- or full-time programming. The aim of the data collection questions was to
explore the conceptualizations of leadership through self-defined successful leadership
narratives. Sixteen participants took part in the survey and two participants in the sharing circle.
The questions utilized a mixed-methods approach to assist with reliability and triangulation of
the data. I manually coded, themed, and analyzed the data using values coding (Saldaña &
Omasta, 2017), which then illuminated key themes. I then deidentified and synthesized the data
and presented the findings to my inquiry team for further reflection and validity as well as to the
Student Success Division staff as a way to explore actionable recommendations.
Ethical Considerations
This thesis underwent rigorous ethical review, as two applications had to be presented: one to
Royal Roads University and one to YukonU. Due to the intimate nature of the Indigenous
methodology and specifically the sharing circles, ensuring participants felt psychologically safe
was of high importance. I ensured all ethical considerations from both university review ethics
boards were addressed throughout the study.
Study Findings
Four key themes emerged from the data collection, pertaining to leadership conceptualizations:
1. Safe spaces: Given that providing psychologically safe spaces surfaced as a common
theme in successful leadership narratives, I identified safe spaces as a fundamental
component toward enhancing leadership development. Safe spaces also increased
motivation and confidence in student leaders.
2. Empowerment: When empowered with a voice in a safe space, participants not only
had increased confidence levels but were also able to perceive leaders being outside
of their normative societal view, as well as see themselves as leaders.
3. Connection and team mindset: Connecting with others was found to be foundational
to teamwork, and teamwork an essential component of successful leadership.
4. Hands-on experiences: These experiences promote growth and purpose and will
enhance leadership motivation, confidence, and, ultimately, benefit the development
of leadership competencies.
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Study Conclusions
Drawing upon the project findings, leadership theory, values of the Student Success Division and
YukonU, the overarching research question and subquestions, as well as my own perspectives as
the lead student researcher of this action research project, the following four conclusions were
derived:
1. Working to deepen connections with self and others are essential steps toward
leadership competency development.
2. Leadership development is on a continuum. There is a need to assess how students
are conceptualizing leadership and what stage they are at, as well as how to empower
that individual through a safe and supportive environment.
3. Leadership development is not a one-size-fits-all approach; as such, a blend of
formal, informal, and experiential learning is needed.
4. Implementing a leadership competency framework would help students conceptualize
and contextualize leadership.
Study Recommendations
Further to the conclusions, the following four recommendations were brought forward to the
Student Success Division:
1. Implement self-awareness and self-reflection activities for staff and students to enable
them to develop a more acute awareness of their value systems.
2. Encourage staff training on leadership development.
3. Develop and implement experiential learning experiences for staff and students to
better their leadership skills.
4. Develop a leadership competency framework to guide staff in moving forward with
successful leadership programs and enable students to enhance their leadership
abilities.
Knowledge Dissemination
Wisdom gleaned from the participants of the data collection were presented to the Student
Success Division staff members through a world café learning activity. This café invited staff to
become aware of the data findings and to cocreate tangible recommendations based on the
survey and learning circle data. I also sought feedback on the inquiry recommendations and
implications from the project partners and greater staff to have input on what relevant actionable
steps look like prior to the thesis being finalized. A formal copy of the recommendations will
also be provided to the Student Success Division once the thesis has been defended.
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Summary
This project used an action-oriented research approach to help create positive organizational
change. The Student Success Division is a newer yet passionate, innovative, and engaging team
that welcomed a student leadership change project to their department. Aligning the project
methodology with the values of this organization helped to establish an optimistic and fruitful
catalyst for implementing a student leadership initiative within the Student Success Division.
Although these recommendations are only a starting point toward this new and exciting
initiative, and perhaps only certain components may be followed up with, they have been well
received and are strongly supported by the project partners. It is my hope that the outcomes of
this inquiry will enable the Student Success Division to enhance the development of leadership
competencies for YukonU students.
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Chapter 1: Focus and Framing
Leadership development is of paramount importance amongst students in postsecondary
settings (Outcalt et al., 2001). Yukon University (YukonU) has recognized this importance and is
actively making student leadership a priority in their institution. The Student Success Division at
YukonU was formed in 2020 as an overarching department that supports students through many
facets. This division nurtures students through health and wellness, academic and technology
support, mentorship connections, student onboarding, and First Nation student navigation
(YukonU, n.d.-b). The Student Success Division has a vision of creating a comprehensive
student leadership program that is sustainable, engaging, and inclusive of all students at YukonU,
as they have identified a gap in this type of programming at the university. This aligns with the
work of Outcalt et al. (2001) and Guthrie et al. (2013), as they argued there is a need to establish
additional programs and opportunities to enhance student leadership skills in university settings,
and these programs should not be limited to formal academic curriculum. Thus, this action
research project was conducted in partnership with the Student Success Division to explore how
to enhance postsecondary student leadership competencies from a broader perspective.
According to the Canadian Interprofessional Health Collaborative (CIHC, 2010),
competencies are developed as a way to capture knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviours that
are required to be successful in a chosen profession; having measurable competencies are now
the norm across many professions. A broad perspective, referring to formal, informal, and
nonformal learning experiences, can all help to develop and reinforce leadership competencies
for today and tomorrow. Thus, this project explored from a broad perspective what leadership
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviours were pertinent to enhance in students and how. My
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principal inquiry question for this thesis was as follows: How might the Student Success
Division enhance the development of leadership competencies for Yukon University students?
Several subquestions also guided my inquiry:
6. How do students and alumni describe their successful leadership experiences?
7. What do the leadership competencies of a successful graduate from YukonU look like
to students and alumni?
8. What learning opportunities might support emerging student leaders to grow in their
leadership abilities?
9. How might students’ development of leadership competencies transfer to leadership
in the workplace?
10. What steps does the Student Success Division need to take to strengthen its
development of student leaders?
Significance of the Inquiry
The Student Success Division is in the development stage of many of its programs
including an enhanced student leadership program. Currently, student leadership roles within the
Student Success Division are limited to paid positions; there is no leadership program accessible
to all YukonU students. Although I am external to the YukonU organization, what drew me to
partnering with the Student Success Division is foundational to being a Yukon Indigenous
scholar who is also studying student leadership. Furthermore, I am passionate about
comprehensive leadership development, empowerment of students, as well as the unique context
of YukonU as the only university in Canada’s north and their desire to Indigenize their
organization. The division started to do research on what other university student leadership
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programs look like but, due to the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, they did not
have the time or resources to delve further into what questions should be asked and how
information could translate to YukonU. In talking with the codepartment heads about student
leadership, several key issues arose: how we define leadership; how the leadership definitions of
students differ to those of YukonU staff; why these skills are important; and the need to evaluate
what an effective leadership program looks like. This thesis aligned well with these issues as the
Student Success Division explored its role in developing future leaders. The foundation of this
project was best highlighted through the insight of Burns (2020), as he stated, “Sustainable
change resides in uncovering the pattern under the events” (p. 6). Therefore, implementing a
broader inquiry and addressing the underlying components of successful student leadership
competencies will not only help create positive change but also sustainable change for the
Student Success Division.
This project benefitted YukonU, as it addressed the underlying meaning of a student
leader, uncovered potential leadership competencies, and helped to establish a vision for what an
effective leadership program could look like within the Student Success Division. It also served
as a catalyst that may influence the professional fields all students become a part of
postgraduation. The 2019 YukonU Annual Report highlighted that 68% of students from career
and trades or technical programs from the previous year went on to work in paid jobs that “were
‘somewhat’ or ‘directly’ related to their studies” (YukonU, 2020a, p. 16). This is an increase of
18% from the year prior (YukonU, 2020a). Thus, it is evident that increasing numbers of
YukonU students are entering their chosen fields postgraduation, which encompass a wide
variety of professions. As YukonU is currently limited in its leadership development
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programming, the outcomes of this project will better prepare a wider variety of students toward
leadership roles in various fields. Alongside my passions as a student researcher and the passions
of the staff and students of the Student Success Division, this project has helped create positive,
relevant, and sustainable change at the student, organizational, and societal levels of YukonU.
Organizational Context
“The context within which action research is practised sets how an action research
initiative is conceived, how it is designed and implemented, and what it contributes to theory and
practice” (Shani & Coghlan, 2019, p. 3). This section sets the context for this organization and
the relevance of this project. YukonU was founded in 1963 in Whitehorse, Yukon (YukonU,
n.d.-d) as a vocational training centre on the shores of the Yukon River. Several years later, this
training centre was expanded to several rural Yukon communities as a way for all students across
the Yukon to study close to home. In 1983, it was granted the status of a college known as
Yukon College (YukonU, n.d.-d). However, Yukon College did not officially open until 1988 as
there was a need to move the main campus away from the Yukon River bank (YukonU, n.d.-d).
The official college opening of the main Whitehorse campus was celebrated with a potlatch
ceremony and was gifted with the Tlingit First Nation name of Ayamdigut, meaning “she got up
and went” (YukonU, n.d.-d, para. 3). In spring of 2020, Yukon College underwent another
change and gained status as Canada’s first university north of 60, now known as Yukon
University (YukonU, 2021a). This institution consists of one main campus in Whitehorse, along
with 13 satellite campuses in the rural communities of the Yukon (YukonU, 2020). The total
student enrolment in 2020 was approximately 4,300 students, including 800 full-time and 3,500
part-time students (YukonU, 2020). YukonU’s mission is to “provide inclusive, quality
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education experiences that equip learners to seize opportunities, make change and positively
impact local and global communities” (YukonU, 2022, p. 5). The university vision is that they
will become “a thriving learning and research community leading Canada’s North” (YukonU,
2022, p. 5). The YukonU (2022) Strategic Plan for 2022–2027 highlighted five key areas to
prioritize: build an identity and nurture their culture as a university, take their place in advancing
reconciliation, continue to develop northern expertise, develop bold thinkers and confident
change leaders, and be leaders for the common good. The rich history of YukonU along with its
identified priorities set the tone for this action-oriented research project.
The Student Success Division is one part of the YukonU system. As there were many
directions that a research project on enhancing student leadership at YukonU could embark on, I
worked solely with the Student Success Division as a way to narrow the scope of this research
project and to provide an overarching and broader perspective. This division is part of the
Academic and Provost department in the university (see Figure 1; YukonU, 2021b; see also
Appendix A) and is limited to the Ayamdigut campus in Whitehorse. They consist of over 30
employees within five teams, including the Academic Support Centre, Learning Assistance
Centre, Campus Housing, Counselling/Wellness Team, and Services for Indigenous Students
(J. Van Kessel, personal communication, September 20, 2021).1 In a previous team retreat of the
Student Success Division, the group identified the following values, goals, and actions they wish
to uphold (see Table 1).

1

All personal communications in this report are used with permission.
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Figure 1
Academic and Provost Department Organizational Chart

Note. From Yukon University Organizational Chart (p. 7), by Yukon University, 2021b
(https://www.yukonu.ca/sites/default/files/inline-files/YukonU-org-chart-May-14-2021.pdf).
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Table 1
Values, Goals, and Actions as Identified by the Student Success Division
Values
•

Student-centered

•

Value the whole person

•

Proactive and intuitive

•

Kind, calm – create calm spaces of retreat within the University

•

Act of reconciliation – school as a safe place for Indigenous students and their families

Goals
•

Exceed students’ expectations

•

Promote/foster growth

•

Empower students on their self-defined journey – support them in their goals

•

Eventually make ourselves not needed – build capacity

•

Integrate seamlessly with other units who understand, value and share what we do – also,
understand and value each other within the team

Actions
•

Always there to help

•

Collaborative resources for other staff/faculty

•

Intentionally designing our identity as a team

•

Students see themselves reflected

•

Support each other’s boundaries and self-care

•

We live what we try to convey to students – role models

•

Celebrate leadership within the team

Note. From J. Van Kessel (personal communication, September 20, 2021).
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Student empowerment, growth, inclusivity, collaboration, sustainability, and Indigenous
reconciliation are evident principles that the Student Success Division strives for. These themes
helped inform how the methodology was selected and how the data collection methods were
performed.
Systems Analysis
According to Burns (2020), a system encompasses the things or people within an
organization and also the dynamic relationships and patterns that emerge within these
relationships. As an outsider to the organization, and in partnership with a division that is fairly
new, my analysis of the Student Success Division arose from a limited perspective. In relation to
this project, this section of the thesis highlights who is intertwined within the YukonU and
Student Success Division systems as well as beyond these systems.
Student Demographic
The student demographic was an especially relevant part of the YukonU and Student
Success Division systems and also of this capstone project. According to the YukonU (2020b)
calendar of 2020, a large majority of the students were enrolled in shorter, noncredited programs,
a significant number of students were from the rural campuses, and there were also many
students enrolled under mature status. Thus, the nature of the YukonU student body had an
influence on how students conceptualized leadership, how relevant a leadership program was
during a student’s time at YukonU, and what an appropriate delivery method was in the context
of the Student Success Division.
The project partners highlighted the limited connection between the Student Success
Division and the rural campuses. As this division is restricted to the Ayamdigut campus in
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Whitehorse, this project was limited in its engagement with the rural Yukon communities and,
therefore, was not able to support one of YukonU’s key priorities regarding this engagement. My
partners recognized this gap early on and identified this as an objective to work toward beyond
the completion of this project.
Parallel Systems
As previously noted, the Student Success Division is an overarching department within
the Academic and Provost department. It is independent of any formal curricula programs
delivered at YukonU. There are two formal leadership curricula programs that fall under
different departments of YukonU: the Business Administration degree and First Nation
Leadership Training programs. As this project focused on enhancing student leadership from a
broader student perspective, these leadership programs were not included in the data collection,
but could serve as relevant stakeholders to engage in the project findings and/or future research.
External Systems
The last subsystem to address in the context of this project comprised the employers who
may potentially employ YukonU students outside of the university setting and/or postgraduation.
According to Ostrom-Blonigen et al. (2010), strategically including leadership training within
higher education institutes has high importance toward students’ future marketability. As the
only university in Northern Canada that continues to service more and more people each year,
YukonU was an ideal institute to initiate intentional leadership development as it had the
potential to better the northern organizational systems of which students become a part.
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Stakeholders
According to Burns (2020), it is not always realistic for all pertinent stakeholders to be
directly involved in a research inquiry; however, a shift in parts of the system will open up new
opportunities and actions that will in turn influence the whole system. Relevant stakeholders for
this project included the rest of the Student Success Division beyond the codepartment heads, as
they could champion the findings of the project, and senior management of the Academic and
Provost department of YukonU, as they became aware of what the key findings of the study
were. As previously stated, the Business Administration and First Nation Leadership Training
programs were other relevant stakeholders but were not intentionally engaged in the project.
Partner
In order to create social change within an action research project, one must look for the
energy in the system (Burns, 2020). These are the narratives that have high emotional energy in
the organization and hold the possibility for change. This energy is evident within the
codepartment heads of the Student Success Division, Janna Van Kessel and Erica Bourdon. In
pursuit of a partner at YukonU through the Governance and External department, these partners
were described as being “dynamic, open to challenge and change, lead with their hearts backed
up by keen intelligence and insight” (J. Dobson, personal communication, June 8, 2021). Janna
and Erica not only provided insight toward the department and greater organization, but could
champion and implement the key findings of the study. I chose to work with these individuals as
they were keen to cocreate a research study, were passionate about emerging leaders, and were
also seeking innovative and positive change for their department in the context of student
leadership.
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Chapter Summary
An overview of this action-oriented project and the significance of this inquiry served as
a relevant starting point for Chapter 1 of the thesis. In this chapter, I also provided historical
context of YukonU and the Student Success Division, which ultimately set the framework for
how these systems influence each other and beyond. Chapter 2 highlights the relevant academic
literature pertaining to student leadership and the facets of this study.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
This thesis project focused on enhancing student leadership competencies within the
context of the Student Success Division at YukonU. In relation to my research question: How
might the Student Success Division enhance the development of leadership competencies for
YukonU students, I chose to focus on three topics in the literature review: how to empower
students as leaders, leadership competency development, and student leadership in
noncurriculum settings. The literature regarding empowering students as leaders explores key
intrinsic factors that influence how successful an individual may be at enhancing their leadership
competence. The literature on leadership competency development examines the intentionality
and proposed frameworks behind developing these competencies in students. Lastly, the topic of
student leadership in noncurriculum settings serves the purpose of examining specific ways in
which leadership can be enhanced in students from a broader perspective.
Empowering Student as Leader
A critical time for enhancing students’ leadership capacity is when they are attending
higher education institutions, as they are undergoing transformative cognitive and psychosocial
shifts (Dugan et al., 2014; Seemiller, 2013). Dugan and Komives (2011) and Leupold et al.
(2020) argued postsecondary leadership programs are often too directed at developing leadership
skills in a group setting and must emphasize the self as leader. Self-identity, cultural identity,
intersectionality, self-confidence, and motivation are highlighted in the literature as key focal
points that will assist students with conceptualizing self as leader and ultimately allow for a
transformational shift.
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Self-Identity
Guthrie et al. (2013) argued growth in leadership capacity is linked to growth in identity;
correspondingly, as leaders enhance their leadership skills, their identities and self-concepts as
leaders also increase. Therefore, students who are empowered to become better leaders will in
turn enrich their self-conceptualization as a leader. Intentional critical self-reflection is a core
process when trying to determine self-identity and also a core process for the successful
development of leadership skills (Owen, 2015; Seemiller, 2013). Values are a key component of
one’s identity and they require much reflection in determining. Many authors have demonstrated
that critical self-reflection inclusive of identification of self-values is the first step in effective
leadership development (Agger-Gupta & Etmanski, 2014; Brown, 2018; Seemiller, 2013;
Kouzes & Posner, 2017; Outcalt et al., 2001; Owen, 2015).
Intersectionality and Cultural Identity
Intersectionality refers to the multiple identities one may have within society and an
examination of how these identities are influenced by systems of power and privilege (Guthrie et
al., 2013). Intersectionality and cultural identity have a large influence on student leadership
development as they determine where a student situates themselves in society and illuminates
differing cultural perceptions on leadership. In the context of the Student Success Division,
several examples arose that made cultural identity and intersectionality worth exploring, such as
identifying that a noticeably high rate of international students attend their events in comparison
to domestic students as well as YukonU’s priority to Indigenize their organization. Leaders who
intentionally reflect on their social location will have a greater awareness of how they may be
advantaged or disadvantaged in society and how this will influence those they lead. Guthrie et al.
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(2013) argued reflection on cultural identity helps explore self as leader, as it provides insight
toward the multiple identities one may have. For example, a study from Guthrie et al. (2013)
outlined how Indigenous students or students from collectivist cultural traditions were better able
to transition from the stage of identifying a leader in a group to recognizing that a leader may be
anyone in the group. These authors also identified a study in which students of colour in
leadership positions more frequently tended to the needs of those they lead rather than their
individual needs and that within oppressed and colonized collectivist cultures an activist
approach to leadership was frequently embodied; this was in comparison to their white male
peers whom often defaulted to a more individualistic notion in which the terms leader and
leadership are synonymous (Guthrie et al., 2013). Therefore, cultural ways of knowing or being
may influence how a student conceptualizes or tends to practice leadership, how they will view
the institution they are practising in, as well as how they may transition through various stages of
leadership development (Guthrie et al., 2013; Outcalt et al., 2001).
Self-Confidence
Individuals feel better prepared to exercise leadership when they are confident in their
abilities to cope with events, situations, and people; similarly, those who lack this confidence are
less likely to take on tough challenges (Kouzes & Posner, 2017). Similarly, Guthrie et al. (2013)
and Leupold et al. (2020) argued as self-confidence grows within student leaders, they are more
likely to engage in healthy risk-taking and leadership experiences. Therefore, the literature
suggested there is a need to nurture confidence in student leaders as doing so will lead to taking
on more leadership opportunities and, ultimately, enhance their leadership competencies.
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Motivation
According to Correia-Harker and Dugan (2020), “leadership self-efficacy and leadership
motivation are key levers to developing leadership capacity, but gains in capacity do not
necessarily result in greater self-efficacy or motivation” (p. 300). When enhancing leadership
capacity, skill attainment on its own is not enough; motivation toward becoming a leader must be
considered when assessing the ability for an individual to become a better leader (Correia-Harker
& Dugan, 2020; Leupold et al., 2020; Seemiller, 2013). However, Stoner and Stoner (2012)
argued motivation is a personal action and no leader can make someone become motivated;
rather, leaders can influence motivation through creating an environment that empowers “people
to engage their work with focus, dedication, and energy” (p. 127). Hannah and Avolio (2010)
also stated a leader cannot have motivation without first believing they can change and develop.
Therefore, these ideas suggest that a supportive environment in which students feel empowered
to change and develop is required to foster motivation and in turn lead to greater leadership
competencies.
Leadership Competency Development
Leadership development is an intentional process, one that is transformative in nature
when successful (Agger-Gupta & Etmanski, 2014; Eich, 2008; Kouzes & Posner, 2017;
Seemiller, 2013). According to Ostrom-Blonigen et al. (2010), leadership is a set of skills that
can be taught, and this training is what bridges the gap between pedagogy and career and
community service. The literature delineated leadership competency development into a few key
areas that should be executed in sequence: students internal value systems, students’ relations to
others, and leadership development specific to the university setting.
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Many authors argued educators must confront underlying cognitive learning processes
that will help shift frames of mind within the student leader’s journey (Hannah & Avolio, 2010;
Owen, 2015). Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model is commonly demonstrated throughout
the literature as a way for students to engage in leadership development, as they can construct
and contextualize their reflections and experiences. Similarly, Owen (2015) highlighted how
leadership development is on a continuum and students may be at various stages requiring
different skills, and Leupold et al. (2020) discussed how varied personality traits, educational
experiences, mental models, and fields of study should be further explored, as they may be
mediators toward leadership development. These arguments complicated the blanket statement
that leadership can be a taught set of skills, as effective leadership development would not only
require the student to first become aware of the self and the student’s values, but also for the
educator to assess other mediators including the stage that the student is at and the
developmental sequencing that would be appropriate moving forward.
Hannah and Avolio (2010) stated the frame of inquiry should not only look at how
organizations can better develop leaders, but also include how leaders can get their organizations
better ready to develop. Outcalt et al. (2001) demonstrated there is an increased perception of
self as leader when students are involved in group projects, cultural awareness activities,
volunteer work, or interactions with teachers outside of classroom settings. Guthrie et al. (2013)
argued student engagement in college activities enhances leadership capacity. Similarly, several
authors stressed the importance of group experiences as a key factor in enhancing leadership
capacity (Dugan & Komives, 2011; Outcalt et al., 2001). Specific to the context of group
experiences is the significance of peer-to-peer interactions; many authors spoke to the
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importance of how leadership capacity is increased through these specific interactions (Guthrie et
al., 2013; Outcalt et al., 2001; Owen, 2015). Owen (2015) further argued engaging in
sociocultural conversations with peers was a strong predictor of successful socially responsible
leadership. This idea intersected with the previously highlighted literature on the importance of
self-identity and intersectionality.
Lastly, leadership competency development within the postsecondary setting is aimed at
being a developmental process, a way to learn about and hone these skills in order to better
prepare students for their future (Seemiller, 2013). However, Owen (2015) argued exposure to
leadership prior to the college setting is one of the most influential factors in student leadership
trajectories, as it helps apply context and meaning to effective leadership. Researchers frequently
highlighted experiential learning practices, also referred to as high-impact practices, as optimal
leadership programs as they helped increase leadership capacity through knowing, being, and
doing (Agger-Gupta & Etmanski, 2014; Leupold et al., 2020; Owen, 2015; Outcalt et al., 2001;).
However, Eich (2008) argued, despite the many benefits outlined in the leadership training
process, there is no hard evidence, thus making it no easy feat to evaluate such programs.
Student Leadership in Noncurriculum Settings
Several authors noted the importance of an integrative approach that utilizes a systemsthinking lens when seeking leadership development in higher education institutes (Eich, 2008;
Owen, 2015; Tucci et al., 2019). Outcalt et al. (2001) and Eich (2008) also spoke to the
importance of a nonhierarchical structure in leadership development; however, that there is a
commitment needed on multiple levels to reinforce such structure. Consequently, leadership skill
development is broader than, and should not be limited to, specific programs or curriculum in the
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university setting (Guthrie et al., 2013). The Multi-Institutional Study of Leadership (MSL) was
a prominent research initiative referenced within the literature on leadership, as this initiative
continues to study higher education leadership learning outcomes in hopes of enhancing the
capacity of students to engage in leadership (Guthrie et al., 2013; Owen, 2015). One particular
MSL study highlighted key findings of how the student’s ability to lead is enhanced in a
postsecondary setting through mentoring, campus involvement, community service, leadership
position experience, leadership learning experience, and students’ conversations across personal
differences. Thus, it is evident that enhancing student leadership in higher education institutes is
not limited to formal leadership curriculum, and furthermore, should not act as the main
component when considering how to enhance the capacity of students as leaders. Owen (2015)
opposed this argument by stating how pedagogy, content, and the way content is delivered, is
more important in leadership education than differentiating the need for curricular versus
cocurricular delivery. Similarly, Ostrom-Blonigen et al. (2010) argued leadership program
development is less about specific practices and more about consistent and intentional
implementation.
Positive leadership culture had an equally important impact on leadership development in
organizations; this culture may be defined as being inclusive, empowering, purposeful,
challenging, ethical, and process oriented (Eich, 2008). Many authors noted emerging leaders
require an environment in which they feel safe and supported, including having creative
opportunities to practice and fail (Guthrie et al., 2013; Hannah & Avolio, 2010; Leupold et al.,
2020; Outcalt et al., 2001). Outcalt et al. (2001) further argued the key is not to teach more or
better; rather, it is to create conditions in which students are inspired and motivated both in and
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outside of the classroom. Therefore, it was evident that leadership capacity would be enhanced in
students when they were put in optimal environments to do so. One study cited by Outcalt et al.
(2001) compared postsecondary institutes that did and did not have formal leadership programs.
Students who were in institutions with leadership programs had greater self-assessments of
leadership ability than those in institutions without leadership programs, despite being a part of
the actual leadership program within their institute. This notion supports the premise that
postsecondary environments that cultivate a strong culture of leadership have indirect positive
effects on all students, which perhaps aligns with the argument by Guthrie et al. (2013) that it is
an outdated notion for leadership programs to be limited to specific locations on campus.
Owen (2015) contended that many student leadership programs are a one-size-fits-all,
rather than the transformative learning experience that is required for a successful student
leadership program. As previously discussed, experiential learning practices were frequently
cited throughout the literature on successful leadership programs. Several real-world examples
included the Leadership Challenge of the Royal Roads University Master of Arts in Leadership
program (Agger-Gupta & Etmanski, 2014) and the on-the-land learning within the Bachelor of
Business Administration program at YukonU (n.d.-a). This substantiates the argument that outof-class experiences contribute to development and satisfaction of adult students (Outcalt et al.,
2001; Owen, 2015; Tucci et al., 2019). Experiential learning practices often embody community
engagement, which aligns with the literature on successful leadership programs including
community service and engagement (Agger-Gupta & Etmanski, 2014; Owen, 2015). Owen
(2015) argued there is a need to support students when they take on leadership roles in
community, as it helps them view this as building capacity rather than simply hours of service.
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Furthermore, ongoing partnerships and engagement were highlighted as important aspects of
sustainable leadership development (Owen, 2015). Lastly, there was a need to use evidencebased leadership programs in which impact could be adequately assessed (Hannah & Avolio,
2010; Ostrom-Blonigen et al., 2010). Ostrom-Blonigen et al. (2010) added to this argument by
demonstrating that in assessing these leadership programs was how to bridge the gaps between
the student and community, and the student and employee.
Chapter Summary
This initial literature review highlighted several key areas that pertained to enhancing
student leadership from a broad perspective. In order to empower students as leaders, they had to
first be able to conceptualize self as leader through critical reflection (Agger-Gupta & Etmanski,
2014; Brown, 2018; Seemiller, 2013; Kouzes & Posner, 2017; Outcalt et al., 2001; Owen, 2015);
this reflection must include their values, cultural identity, self-confidence, and motivation toward
leadership (Correia-Harker & Dugan, 2020; Guthrie et al., 2013; Kouzes &Posner, 2017;
Leupold et al., 2020; Outcalt et al., 2001; Owen, 2015; Seemiller, 2013). Leadership competency
development was an intentional and transformative process (Agger-Gupta & Etmanski, 2014;
Eich, 2008; Kouzes & Posner, 2017; Seemiller, 2013). Developing these competencies was not a
one-size-fits-all approach; rather, they are on a continuum with a need to assess what stage a
student may be at and the potential mediators that influenced how they moved along this
continuum (Hannah & Avolio, 2010; Owen, 2015;). Lastly, a comprehensive approach was
demonstrated as an essential need in higher education institutes; thus, should not be limited to
formal academic curriculum (Eich, 2008; Owen, 2015; Tucci et al., 2019). Interactions outside
the classroom, high-impact and experiential practices, peer-to-peer interactions, and community
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service were shown to be key elements toward enhancing leadership in emerging leaders (AggerGupta & Etmanski, 2014; Owen, 2015). Alongside this notion was the overarching need to
cultivate a positive leadership culture within the higher education institute as it was shown to
have direct and indirect effects on all students (Hannah & Avolio, 2010; Ostrom-Blonigen et al.,
2010). Chapter 3 highlights the methodological approach and methods used as well as explains
in detail how I carried out these approaches within this action-oriented research study.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Due to the stakeholder-centred nature and generation of new knowledge, action-oriented
research is an optimal approach for university reform (Small & Uttal, 2005). Bradbury (2019)
noted action-oriented research “brings together action and reflection, theory and practice, in
participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing concern”
(p. 2). This type of research often entails cycles that encompass planning, acting, observing, and
reflecting. My project focused on the planning and context setting stages of action research, also
known as the action research engagement (ARE) model (Rowe et al., 2013). The specific
methodologies I implemented within the ARE model were an Indigenous research methodology
(Wilson, 2008) framed with an appreciative inquiry approach (Stavros et al., 2018). This chapter
explains the methodologies and methods used within the study, the details of the study conduct
and inquiry outputs, as well as the ethical implications and contributions to the field of
leadership.
Location of Self and Yukon University
Ontology (nature of reality), epistemology (nature of thinking and knowing), and
axiology (ethics that guide the search for knowledge) are the foundational set of beliefs that
make up a research paradigm (Wilson, 2008). Similarly, relational accountability is a key
component of Indigenous research methodology (Wilson, 2008). Thus, taking the time to
highlight my ontological, epistemological, and axiological beliefs and position as researcher in
relation to YukonU and this project is prudent. I identify as an Indigenous scholar from the
Yukon; my way of knowing, being, and doing is foundational to the teachings of my ancestors
who lived on the river banks upon which YukonU was founded. As a health care practitioner, I
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have a passion for enhancing the potential of Yukon residents and advocating for Indigenous
ways of knowing, being, and doing. Similarly, YukonU actively prioritizes indigenizing their
organization as one of the previous strategic goals they identified was to collaborate with First
Nations (YukonU, 2020a). YukonU maintains accountability to this goal as their “students,
faculty and staff experience Indigenous education through integration of traditional knowledge
and perspectives into programming, research, services and student life” (YukonU, n.d.-c,
para. 1). As a Yukon Indigenous resident, I believe I have added an authentic perspective to the
Indigenous axiology that YukonU continues to champion. Therefore, implementing an
Indigenous research methodology aligned and integrated the values of this academic institution,
my values as a researcher, and the context of the capstone project in its entirety.
Indigenous Research Methodologies
Wilson (2008) summarized an Indigenous research paradigm in one sentence: “An
Indigenous research paradigm is relational and maintains relational accountability” (p. 71). He
defined this as the relationships people have with others and having respect, reciprocity, and
responsibility within those relationships. Although action research and methods such as sharing
circles are well aligned with an Indigenous approach, they can still be used inappropriately if not
viewed through an Indigenous axiology (Wilson, 2008). Thus, it is essential for researchers
applying this approach to be aware of their ontological, epistemological, and axiological beliefs
and how they differ from Indigenous paradigms. “Indigenous methodologies are wholistic,
relational, interrelational and interdependent with Indigenous philosophies, beliefs and ways of
life” (Absolon King, 2011, p. 22). Indigenous axiology is derived from spirit, heart, mind, and
body; it embodies the idea that knowledge is relational and to be shared with all of creation
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(Absolon King, 2011). This knowledge is learned through lived and enacted experiences, rather
than in books, with past guiding present and present guiding future generations (Absolon King,
2011). Mertens et al. (2013) further highlighted that Indigenous research methodologies are not
only guided by Indigenous axiology but also target local phenomena, integrate both Western and
Indigenous approaches, and look at the benefit of the greater society. In the context of this
project, embodying an Indigenous approach not only integrated Western and Indigenous
paradigms, but also brought greater awareness to the YukonU student’s ontological,
epistemological and axiological beliefs and how they are in relation to others.
Appreciative Inquiry
The Student Success Division is in pursuit of creative, innovative, yet relevant change in
order to foster the greatest potential of all students at YukonU. Similarly, the academic literature
frequently asserted the cocreation of a shared vision through a generative group conversation
could lead to transformational change (Stavros et al., 2018; Watkins et al., 2011). An additional
approach that aligns with Indigenous research methodologies, the generation of meaningful
conversations, and transformational change is appreciative inquiry (AI; Stavros et al., 2018). The
heart of an AI approach is similar to action-oriented research in that it elicits inquiry from the
people, knowing that in effective and meaningful dialogue lie innovative solutions toward much
needed change (Stavros et al., 2018). There is a focus on finding ways to positively frame past,
present, and future interactions while also sharing reflective narratives on moments of success.
The AI approach encompasses five main phases: focus on the positive as a core value, inquire
into stories of life-giving forces, locate and select themes that appear in narratives toward further
inquiry, create shared images for an ideal future, and innovate ways to create that ideal future
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(Watkins et al., 2011). Watkins et al. (2011) continued to argue AI practices acknowledge that
these steps are constantly evolving; therefore, the foundation is to “build upon the best of what is
and to create a future focused on the best that can be” (p. 4). The Student Success Division
values this type of inquiry and has already taken part in similar exercises in their last retreat. In
the context of this project, AI helped focus on positive, innovative, and inclusive programming
aimed at attaining the highest potential for all YukonU students. Furthermore, the AI approach
not only aligned with the principles of the Student Success Division but also the Indigenous
research methodology components of relationality, respect, reciprocity and lived experiences to
guide future generations.
Data Collection Methods
In this study, I executed a mixed-methods approach, predominantly qualitative in nature,
in order to elicit emergent dialogue on leadership. The data collection methods included a survey
and a sharing circle. The survey was a quick and anonymous online survey aimed at providing
self-awareness of values and leadership, while the sharing circle was a group session that aimed
to surface successful leadership narratives. A world café was an additional learning activity with
the Student Success Division after the survey and sharing circle data were collected, as a way to
present the key findings of the data collection and brainstorm a potential path moving forward
for this team. I intentionally completed the methods in the order of survey, sharing circle, and
world cafe as a way to mimic leadership development; first looking within, how to be in relation
to others, and then how to work together to move forward toward positive change.
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Survey
According to Saldaña and Omasta (2017), a survey is a structured data collection method
with a series of open- or closed-ended questions that do not vary between participants. Although
most frequently used for quantitative analysis, many studies today combine both quantitative and
qualitative components (Saldaña & Omasta, 2017). My aim in initiating the study with a survey
was for participants to bring awareness to their self-identity and values. Brown (2018) argued
leaders must live by their values, and that they cannot live into values that they cannot name. In
accordance with the literature review on self-identification in relation to leadership, assessing
motivation, and confidence were other key areas that the survey explored. Using a mixedmethods inquiry served as a quick and optimal approach for exploring self-identity, values,
leadership motivation, and confidence.
The sweet spot for survey length is approximately 5 minutes, as most surveys longer than
that are not completed or are not fully answered (Fisher & Smith, 2020). In attempts to elicit
emergent inquiry but keep the survey short, I posed two close-ended questions and three openended questions. The questions presented to the participants (Appendix B) illustrated the idea
that leaders must have self-awareness of their values, allowed them to reflect on these values
throughout the study, and also facilitated comparison of reflections between students and alumni
in the data analysis. I chose to make the close-ended questions scalable (i.e., rated from 1 to 10
points) in the context of respondents’ motivation and confidence levels pertaining to leadership,
which allowed for more concise data and for comparison between students and alumni. I
analyzed the survey findings shortly after the survey closed in order to update the questions for
the sharing circle.
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Sharing Circle
Sharing circles have been used for many centuries in Indigenous communities as a way to
convey stories and experiences; this approach provides a respectful and supportive environment
in which individuals can express their reflections without interruption (Hunt & Young, 2021). In
a sharing circle, individuals speak one at a time, going around the circle in either a clockwise or
counter clockwise fashion. The participants often hold an artifact and pass it to the next person
once they are finished speaking as a way to ensure everyone is aware they have completed their
thoughts (Hunt & Young, 2021). Participants are invited to share as much or as little as they
would like.
According to Hunt and Young (2021), performing research in Indigenous communities
may combine elements of Indigenous sharing circles and Western focus groups as a way to
honour the cultural traditions of Indigenous peoples and also satisfy the needs of Western
academic research. In this project, I embraced Indigenous and AI approaches; I conducted the
sharing circle with the aim to explore participants’ conceptualizations of leadership through
recollection and reflection of positive leadership stories in a safe environment where all
participants were heard. The sharing circle questions (Appendix C) also expanded on the
personal reflections that were elicited within the survey. As sharing circles convey respect
through allowing complete thoughts, they often take longer periods to conduct. Therefore, the
initial proposal intended to place participants in smaller groups (with a maximum of four to five
participants) and separated into students and alumni groups as a way to delineate the data into
student and alumnus perspectives.
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Project Participants
I invited students and alumni of YukonU to take part in the study. I asked participants if
they were a student or alumnus in order to compare data from a current student perspective with
that of an alumnus. Student participants were limited to those who are enrolled in full-time or
part-time credited programming at YukonU/Yukon College. As there were a total of 4,293
students enrolled in YukonU in the 2019–2020 academic year, limiting the criteria to those who
were in credited programming narrowed the eligibility pool to approximately 1,238 individuals
(YukonU, 2020a). Alumni participants were also limited to those who graduated from full- or
part-time credited programming at YukonU/Yukon College. I did not limit the criteria to any
specific age, field of study, or ethnicity.
Participant Recruitment
I had identified early on that alumni at Yukon College/YukonU were difficult to contact,
as the YukonU Registrar had no formal contact list for this demographic. Therefore, the only
way to contact alumni was through social media platforms in hopes that alumni were visiting
those web pages. Similarly, the only manner to broadly connect with current students at YukonU
was through the weekly student newsletter, campus posters, or social media platforms. Thus,
participants of this study were recruited via electronic newsletter, posters on campus, and social
media posts as managed by the YukonU Communications team. I developed an advertisement
(Appendix D) with study information, which briefly outlined study information and purpose and
the options of participating in Part 1 of the study, the online survey, and/or Part 2 of the study, a
sharing circle either in person or on Zoom if not able to attend in person. The poster included a
link to the online survey and students and alumni who expressed interest in the sharing circles
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were instructed to contact me via email, at which point I provided the individual with the study
invitation and consent form (Appendix E). As I am an external researcher with no power-over or
confidentiality concerns, I sent out and collected the signed consent forms. The survey allowed
for an unlimited number of participants to take part, whereas the sharing circle was only open to
the first 20 participants who consented. The YukonU communications team distributed the poster
with hard copy posters hung up around YukonU Ayamdigut campus on March 7, 2022. I also
arranged for the poster to be included in the electronic weekly student newsletter for 2 weeks,
March 11 and 18, 2022, and social media posts on the university Facebook and Instagram pages
also went out during those weeks. I set a deadline of March 24, 2022, for participants to either
take the survey and/or sign the consent forms for the sharing circle.
Inquiry Team
The Royal Roads University (RRU) Master of Arts in Leadership (MAL) program
requires an inquiry team to assist students in their leadership project. These members provide
advice and insights as well as assist with various small tasks throughout the project. I assembled
the inquiry team for this study with the assistance of the project partners. The inquiry team
included one staff member and one student hired from the Student Success Division to ensure the
findings would be applicable to the students, to the division, and could be championed moving
forward; one staff member of the Student Success Division who is a part of the First Nations
Initiatives program to provide Indigenous insights and also champion the findings throughout
YukonU; and one additional member outside of YukonU to help bring an external perspective
and mitigate bias. This variety of inquiry team members allowed me to keep the data inquiry
nonbiased, include pertinent perspectives (i.e., student, Indigenous, external), as well as
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champion the findings on an ongoing basis at YukonU. I requested all inquiry team members
sign a letter of agreement outlining their roles and responsibilities (Appendix F), which included
tweaking and piloting the questions for the survey and sharing circles as well as facilitating the
learning activity for the Student Success Division. The partners, as the codepartment heads of the
Student Success Division, were not included in the inquiry team. However, they do have the
authority, ability, and responsibility of implementing relevant study findings after the learning
activity and final report are complete.
Study Conduct
The study began in December 2021, when the Review Ethics Board (REB) applications
were sent in to both RRU and YukonU. Alongside the ethics review applications, exemption
applications were sent into both institutions in order to conduct in-person research for the sharing
circles. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, this was an additional requirement as all research in
Canada was to be completed virtually. During this waiting period of December 2021 to February
2022, data collection questions and appendices were tweaked and resubmitted. After I received
the final approval from both REB teams, data collection took place in March 2022. I then coded,
themed, and analyzed the data and presented the summarized information at the Student Success
Division world café event in April 2022. I expand on the study findings in Chapter 4.
Survey Conduct
The online survey was initially open from March 8 to 20, 2022, then extended to March
24, 2022, to increase participation. I delivered the survey via Google Forms and kept the data
anonymous by not collecting any identifying information. The website link to this survey was
embedded in the online recruitment ad and for the hard copy posters a QR code was created and
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embedded for quick access to the form. Sixteen participants responded to the survey; nine
students and seven alumni, including 15 from Whitehorse Ayamdigut campus and one from a
rural Yukon campus. I held the survey results in confidentiality within my Google account and in
accordance with the Google Privacy Policies. I also stored the raw data on a password-protected
computer that only I had access to. The day after the survey closed, I themed and analyzed the
data in order to inform the questions for the sharing circle. With help from my supervisor and
inquiry team, I tweaked the sharing circle questions and resubmitted to the REB teams at RRU
and YukonU as an amendment.
Sharing Circle Conduct
The initial sharing circle plans were to be conducted in-person at the Ayamdigut campus
fire pit on March 28 to 29, 2022, with a virtual option (Zoom) on March 30, 2022, for those who
could not or did not want to attend in person. Participants were only required to attend one
sharing circle session, as one session was for students and one session for alumni. However, only
four participants consented and preferred the virtual option, with only two actually attending the
Zoom session. Therefore, no in-person sessions were conducted. This was an unfortunate
implication, as the in-person session that encompassed being outdoors and passing around a
talking stick as is often seen in Indigenous methodologies were lost. As well, only two
participants were able to attend the sharing circle; however, the insights shared and data gathered
were rich and greatly aligned with other study findings in the literature.
I facilitated the virtual sharing circle, starting off with a land acknowledgement. I then
introduced myself; being able to explain my relations as MAL student, Yukon Indigenous
resident, health care provider, and passions toward the study, set the context for being in relation
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to this study and to one another. I invited the two participants to introduce themselves and asked
them to share if they were a student or alumnus, something exciting that was happening in their
life, and why this study interested them. The intention of this preamble was to garner trust and
set a more intimate tone of the sharing circle session. I then provided an explanation of
Indigenous sharing circles being used in Indigenous cultures for centuries as a safe space to tell
stories, pass on knowledge, and learn from one another. I then provided the following
instructions for conducting the sharing circle virtually:
•

Respecting one another by muting microphones when we were not speaking,
providing our full attention to whoever was speaking, waiting until they finished
speaking, and not passing judgements or negative comments towards one another.

•

A talking stick was typically used and passed around a sharing circle as a way to
signify who is speaking and to allow for only one speaker at a time. Due to the virtual
nature of this session, participants were instructed to pass their talking stick by stating
the next person’s name and muting their mic once they have said as much or as little
as they wanted to say.

•

There would be four questions asked and each question would be presented within
one round of the circle. In order to ensure everything was fully stated, I asked
participants to go around the circle a second time for each question to see if
participants wanted to add anything further to that question.

Once I had reviewed the instructions, I reminded participants that they were able to
withdraw at any point, during or after the session was complete. I also reminded them what was
said in the circle and who was taking part in the circle was to remain confidential and that the
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recording would only be used to transcribe the audio portion for data analysis. Both participants
continued to proceed with the session. The session was then recorded with the Zoom recording
function and lasted for 1 hour and 45 minutes. In order to further gain trust and encompass the
value of inclusivity within the circle, I also participated; however, my answers were not included
within the data coding and analysis as a formal participant. Once the session was completed and
the Zoom meeting ended, the recording was automatically downloaded and saved to my desktop
computer. The audio file was uploaded to Otter.ai online for transcription. Confidentiality was
maintained in accordance with the Otter.ai Privacy Shield notice. Once transcribed through
Otter.ai, I downloaded the transcripts, transferred them to a Microsoft Word document, and
manually themed and coded the data.
The qualitative and quantitative data from the survey were briefly analyzed prior to the
sharing circle as a way to better inform the sharing circle sessions. Once collected, I themed the
qualitative data within the sharing circle using a values coding approach. I then compared and
integrated the qualitative data from the survey with the data from the sharing circle. After pulling
key themes from the qualitative data in relation to participants’ values, attitudes, and beliefs, I
compared the quantitative data from the survey to provide additional support for the overall
themes and add an extra layer of trustworthiness and reliability to the study. I then brought the
summarized data forward to a world café as a learning activity that would help me align the
study findings with potential recommendations for the Student Success Division.
World Café Conduct
The world café served not as a data collection tool, but rather as an activity that would
align the study findings with appropriate recommendations for the Student Success Division. The
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Café was a 3-hour learning activity that took place on April 27, 2022, and included 21 staff
members of the Student Success Division, including the project partners, two inquiry team
members, as well as the one external member of the inquiry team. I facilitated the event, and
requested the inquiry team members and project partners act as table hosts. These table hosts
took notes and helped guide the discussions within the smaller group sessions.
I used a Microsoft PowerPoint presentation (Appendix G) to guide the event. I started
with a land acknowledgement and icebreaker activity, then provided an overview of the project,
a review of the key themes of the study, and three rounds of questions. Each table had 15 mins to
discuss in a smaller group session, then 15 minutes were spent in the greater group to discuss
each table’s findings. The three questions were as follows:
1. How can we help students identify their values and recognize how this process can
influence their leadership abilities?
2. What are key leadership competencies that you believe students can and should learn
to support their leadership roles (inside and outside university settings)?
3. What opportunities could help students learn leadership competencies?
These questions were meant to embody an AI approach and expand on the findings as
well as to explore ways in which the Student Success Division could implement potential
recommendations moving forward.
Data Analysis and Validity
According to Suri and IDEO (2015), “The goal of design research isn’t to collect data;
it’s to synthesize information and provide insight and guidance that leads to action” (p. 41).
Thus, being able to properly theme and code raw data and then translate into a deliverable for
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stakeholders are essential components within a research study. Using a values coding model
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2017), I analyzed the qualitative transcripts by first sorting each thought into
a value, attitude, or belief. Values coding aims to explore the interrelationships between
attitudes, values, and beliefs of a participant, and then how these key elements work together as
one value system (Saldaña & Omasta, 2017). This is a particularly appropriate coding method for
qualitative studies that explore cultural values, identity, intra- and interpersonal experiences
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2017). In the context of this project, this model of coding reinforced the
importance of value identification and how these elements relate to leadership. As I employed a
mixed-methods approach for the survey, I was able to apply combined elements of quantitative
coding and values coding when analyzing the data. I also compared the data between students
and alumni. For the two close-ended questions on the survey, I compiled average scores of the 1–
10 scales and drew comparisons between the student and alumnus statuses. For the open-ended
questions in the survey, I integrated these into the key themes that were found in the qualitative
data of the sharing circle. By using multiple methods and coding models, trustworthiness and
authenticity were better supported within this study. Detailed information on the study findings is
presented in Chapter 4 of the thesis.
As qualitative data are subjective, the researcher needs to present data that can be trusted
by its readers. As I had predominantly gathered qualitative data, trustworthiness and authenticity
were the key concepts most related to this study. Authenticity is a concept that allows for such
trust and is unique to qualitative research; authenticity is present when the researcher is able to
display different realities while delineating their concerns, issues, and values towards these
realities (Tobin & Begley, 2004). Similarly, trustworthiness in qualitative research entails
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credibility (explanation fits description), transferability (inquiry can be generalized),
dependability (logical and clear data), and confirmability (not imaginative findings; Tobin &
Begley, 2004).
Researcher reflexivity and triangulation are key tools that help mitigate research bias and
enhance the trustworthiness and authenticity of an action research study; reflexivity refers to the
critical reflection of self as researcher in relation to the project, and triangulation refers to the use
of multiple methods and sources to enhance credibility of the study (Bradbury, 2019; Tobin &
Begley, 2004). For this project, I applied the process of triangulation through multiple data
collection methods and also having a diverse team review the data and its proposed
recommendations (i.e., partners, internal and external inquiry team members, and RRU
supervisor and second committee member). Research bias was minimal, as I was an external
researcher to the organization; however, the potential for bias is always present. As a leadership
student who is passionate about leadership, change, and academia, I mitigated any potential bias
by keeping a researcher journal to continuously reflect on the process and how I was in relation
to the project and participants as well as to flag emotional manifestations throughout the inquiry.
There were no major biases that were flagged in the study reflections and any areas of
uncertainty being an external researcher to this organization were remedied by constant
communication with the codepartment heads.
Ethical Implications
In order to maximize all the benefits of a research study and ultimately create innovative
change, there is a need for academic freedom. “With academic freedom comes responsibility,
including the responsibility to ensure that research involving humans meets high scientific and
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ethical standards that respect and protect the participants” (Canadian Institutes of Health
Research et al., 2018, p. 5). Within the context of this thesis, there were ethical concerns to be
addressed. The RRU REB viewed this project as minimal risk; however, the YukonU REB
viewed this project as more than minimal risk due to the nature of the questions within a sharing
circle methodology. All participants were university educated and there was no intentional
recruitment of vulnerable populations. As an external researcher to the organization, there were
no power-over issues between researcher and participants. However, respect for persons, concern
for welfare, and justice are the main principles that all researchers must abide by when
implementing a research project (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018). In order to
adhere to the ethical standards for research being conducted in Canada, I outline how I
considered my project within the main components of these Tri-Council Policy Statement
principles.
Respect for Persons
Under this principle lies the need to respect participants’ autonomy and to also protect the
autonomy of participants who may have impaired or diminished autonomy (Canadian Institutes
of Health Research et al., 2018). One essential tool that is used to adhere to this principle is the
collection of free, informed, and ongoing consent. I worked with my project partners in order to
determine the most appropriate way to contact student and alum participants. The study consent
form outlined the ability to leave the study at any time before, during, or after the data collection.
Concern for Welfare
This principle addresses the need for researchers to minimize risk and also ensure there is
no exposure to unnecessary risk (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018). As
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previously discussed, both RRU and YukonU REB found minimal risks associated with this
project; furthermore, I mitigated any potential vias with a thorough consent form (Appendix E).
The questions provided to the participants were not evaluative in nature toward YukonU, nor
were they directed at YukonU programs; thus, the questions did not carry the risk of harming the
academic studies of the students. With randomized student selection of participants and
anonymous data reporting, the risks of the study were greatly reduced.
Justice
The principle of justice refers to the essential need to treat research participants fairly and
equitably (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018). I extended the opportunity for
potential participants to partake in this study with fair and equitable criteria; I did not recruit
individuals based on any social status or field of study, nor did I target vulnerable populations.
No power dynamics needed to be addressed between me as the researcher and the study
participants.
Inquiry Outputs
This engaged action-oriented project provided the foundation for my academic thesis at
RRU. Outputs to fulfill the MAL program requirements included a thesis report and an oral
defense. The outputs for my partner organization included a world café and summarized
recommendations in a one-page report. The world café activity provided an extra layer of
ownership within the organization, as it gathered all staff members of the Student Success
Division to learn about the project’s findings and cocreate positive change moving forward. The
one-page report will be used to inform other key stakeholders about the project and also for
future student leadership planning purposes. Although the implementation of specific leadership

ENHANCING STUDENT LEADERSHIP

57

programs (e.g., peer-to-peer and student mentorship programs) were beyond the scope of this
ARE project, they are in the preliminary stages of being developed and executed at YukonU. The
Student Success Division will be encouraged to share and utilize the project findings and
recommendations in the creation of their future student leadership programs.
Contribution and Application
Brown (2018) defined a leader as “anyone who takes the responsibility for finding the
potential in people and processes, and who has the courage to develop that potential” (p. 4). By
striving to develop the leadership potential in YukonU students, I applied my learned leadership
skills while also supporting the leadership skills of students at YukonU and beyond. Seelos and
Mair (2018) stated systems change is implemented by “creating space for collective wisdom and
action to emerge; understanding the system in which social problems sit; and supporting system
entrepreneurs that overcome resource constraints to change systems” (p. 36). In cocreating this
action project with my partner, I believe I helped support positive change within the YukonU
system. Parallel to this notion, action-oriented research projects through a systems thinking lens
must include multiple perspectives to fully understand the dynamics of the system (Burns, 2020).
As an external researcher, I was able to bring a nonbiased yet academic perspective that
supported a more holistic and comprehensive understanding toward this change project. Lastly,
my contributions aimed to create change in the greater academic system. By both empowering
students as leaders that will influence the professional fields they enter and also publishing a
thesis to be referenced in an academic database, this project added value to the field of leadership
and all professional fields that YukonU students will enter moving forward.
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Chapter Summary
This chapter discussed the methodology that guided the study and the methods that were
used to collect data. I highlighted details of the study logistics and outputs as a preamble to the
study findings that will be further explored in the next chapter. The data analysis and validity,
ethical implications, and contributions also situated this project in the context of an actionoriented research study. In Chapter 4, I explain in detail the study findings, conclusions, and
scope.
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Chapter 4: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions
This action-oriented research study explored: How might the Student Success Division
enhance the development of leadership competencies for Yukon University students? Five
subquestions also guided my inquiry:
1. How do students and alumni describe their successful leadership experiences?
2. What do the leadership competencies of a successful graduate from YukonU look like
to students and alumni?
3. What learning opportunities might support emerging student leaders to grow in their
leadership abilities?
4. How might students’ development of leadership competencies transfer to leadership
in the workplace?
5. What steps does the Student Success Division need to take to strengthen its
development of student leaders?
In this chapter, I illustrate how these questions provided a foundation for the project
findings and conclusions. In the Study Findings section, I discuss the key themes that emerged
from the data. In the Conclusions section, I describe the broad messages that I interpreted from
the findings in relation to the Student Success Division. I end this chapter by discussing the
scope and limitations of the inquiry and the implications these will have on the subsequent
recommendations to the Student Success Division.
Study Findings
This study engaged students and alumni of YukonU (Yukon College) using a survey and
sharing circle as data collection methods. To ensure participant anonymity, I used the codes S1
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through S16 for survey participants and the codes SC1 and SC2 for the sharing circle participants
when citing excerpts from the data-gathering methods. In this section, I discuss the key findings
from the quantitative and qualitative data, along with the dialogue that arose at the world café.
Quantitative Data
I developed the quantitative questions in the study survey with an aim to explore two
major concepts in leadership development: motivation and confidence. The survey questions
enabled me to explore the perspectives of both students and alumni regarding how motivated and
confident they were toward enhancing their leadership skills. I delineated the quantitative data
findings into average ratings of student versus alumnus participants. The survey explored the
confidence level of participants in relation to their leadership abilities and showed that the
overall average rating for participants was 7.1/10; the average rating for the student group was
7.4/10 and the average rating for alumni was 6.5/10. This demonstrates that alumni had less
perceived confidence than current YukonU students. The survey also explored the motivation
levels in relation to participants enhancing their leadership abilities, which showed that the
overall average rating for participants was 8.3/10; the average rating for the student group was
8.4/10, and the average rating for alumni was 7.8/10. Similar to confidence levels, this
demonstrates alumni had less perceived motivation levels than current YukonU students. To
summarize, alumni of YukonU (Yukon College) perceived themselves to have less confidence
and motivation toward their leadership abilities in comparison to current students.
Qualitative Data
The survey encompassed three questions that elicited qualitative data pertaining to
leadership skill conceptualization and self-awareness of values. Participants were able to identify
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several settings in which they demonstrated leadership prior to entering university. These
included work roles (n = 6), volunteering (n = 4), and community clubs (n = 4). Other answers
included sports (n = 3), high school (n = 3), unsure (n = 2), or informal (n = 2). It was apparent
that students and alumni were able to conceptualize tangible ways that leadership is enacted.
Participants of the survey further identified how they could learn leadership skills, and the
following top four themes appeared from the data set: hands-on experiences (n = 6), mentorship
(n = 5), observation of other leaders (n = 4), and access to safe and supportive learning
environments (n = 4). Another theme included academic leadership learning (n = 3). Although
hands-on experiences were highly valued as a way to learn leadership, the participants provided
several responses suggesting they valued an array of methods to best learn leadership. S8
articulated this notion by stating, “Study different leadership approaches, theories, and practices.
Read books by leaders, observe leaders, identify situational constraints that influence leaders and
decisions. Volunteer with an organization in a leadership capacity.” The last part of the survey
elicited data on identification of core values. Participants listed anywhere from three to seven
values, all in their own words. I analyzed these values to see which three specifically were
highlighted most; accountability, integrity, and honesty were cited most frequently amongst all
16 participants. It was apparent that participants had some difficulty in defining their true core
values. For example, S9 stated their values were “context dependent,” and S10 noted, “There are
so many, but I would say collaboration, compassion, connection, curiosity, nature and
stewardship would be a few.” In analyzing the data, I did not combine or theme value choices,
rather I took them at face value. Overall, the qualitative responses within the survey were
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remarkably similar when delineating alumni versus student perspectives, with no drastic
opposing views to note.
Table 2
Sharing Circle Data Summarized Using the Values Coding Approach
Values

Attitudes

Beliefs

- Belonging in like-minded
groups
- Helping others holistically
- Vulnerability
- Trust
- Deep connections between
staff and students
- Active listening
- Enhance potential of
whole team
- Humble
- Being pushed out of
comfort zone
- Standing up for team
- Growth
- Paying it forward

- Providing voice to
marginalized groups
- Lack of confidence as
student
- Feeling of not belonging or
not good enough as
minority
- Less privilege as a woman
and minority
- Hands on experience is
beneficial
- High emotions with
leadership experiences
- Increased confidence in a
safe space
- Peer mentorships are
beneficial
- Flattening hierarchy
- Safe spaces as student gave
confidence as leader in
workplace

- Privilege in Western
cultures
- Leaders check in on their
team
- Opportunities at work
enhance motivation
- Surrounding with likeminded people enhances
motivation
- Need to speak up in
Western culture
- Intercultural
communication is valuable
- Leader is mentor
- Toxic leadership stems
from distrust
- Leaders create safe spaces
- Academic learning
enhances motivation
- Purposeful actions enhance
motivation

The sharing circle data illuminated leadership dialogue in more depth and also
strengthened the findings from the survey. I chose to initially use values coding as the method to
code and analyze the qualitative data due to its similar exploration of values and beliefs within a
sharing circle session and on leadership. Table 2 demonstrates the data I coded using the values
coding approach; these data formed the basis of the key findings that will be discussed below.

ENHANCING STUDENT LEADERSHIP

63

In further attempts to theme the qualitative data from the survey and the sharing circle, I
found the overarching approach of values, attitudes, and beliefs did not make sense as a way to
compartmentalize the data. Due to the similarities between attitudes and beliefs and also the
subjectivity between the conceptualizations of researcher and participants, it was difficult to
clearly define and narrow down key study findings. Therefore, I further analyzed the data by
looking at frequently cited concepts and four key themes emerged across the span of the values,
attitudes, and beliefs coding: safe spaces, empowerment, connection and team mindset, and
hands-on experiences. Additionally, I recognized values, attitudes, and beliefs were intrinsically
and equally embedded throughout the findings on leadership. From the four findings I themed a
supplementary overarching concept, leadership competencies, in order to ensure that the findings
would be applicable to the thesis research question. The sections that follow explore the four key
themes. Leadership competencies are discussed in the conclusions section of this chapter.
Safe Spaces. Participants demonstrated high emotions toward leadership experiences
within the sharing circle dialogue; therefore, having access to supportive spaces that felt
psychologically safe were well suited amongst the successful leadership narratives that were
described. In talking about student leadership experiences, SC1 stated, “So when I talk about
student life, it’s getting very emotional actually.” SC2 highlighted one story about a successful
leader in their workplace and stated, “I felt really like whatever you’re saying [SC1], like
sometimes it makes you emotional, right?” There were several key elements that surfaced from
the concept of safe spaces. One participant noted, “She listened to me after class . . . in the one
hour, she spent the time . . . with me to listen to me. So I felt . . . valued” (SC1). SC2 further
stated,
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Very recently, we’re talking about changing . . . my position, title at work. . . . I didn’t
want to put . . . Jr, on my business card, because I felt like me already being female, First
Nation, . . . I already feel like people don’t . . . put as much trust in you that you’re as
educated that you’re as experienced that you’re as good as somebody else. . . . I feel like
I’m going to struggle, gaining trust from clients. . . . I feel like I would just spend a lot of
time trying to explain my value. . . . We once had a client who came in and, just the way
she was talking to us, . . . really felt like it was putting me down, and [my manager] was
just like, “No, . . . that’s not how we speak around here.” . . . So, I guess, . . . standing up
for us and having trust.
It was apparent that participants conceptualized effective leaders as those who took the
time to truly listen, make deep connections, and also create safe spaces by standing up for those
they lead. SC1 reported, “[When a] leader [makes] a mistake, it's more real. If no mistakes, that’s
questionable for me.” This alludes to the idea that leaders who portray a level of humility further
enable a safe environment. Lastly, participants not only identified safe spaces as being present
within their successful leadership stories but also as a specific way in which to increase their
motivation and confidence levels toward enhancing their leadership abilities. S7 stated a way to
learn leadership skills was through “practice and . . . opportunities and making mistakes and
supportive environment.” To summarize, psychologically safe spaces were conceptualized in
successful leadership narratives and identified as being a fundamental component toward
enhancing leadership development.
Empowerment. The narratives participants discussed in the sharing circle were
contextual to Western society and alluded to a level of empowerment that was needed in order
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for emerging leaders to have a voice within leadership scenarios. Empowering students as
leaders is foundational to increasing confidence and motivation levels, providing safe spaces, but
also enabling those who perceive themselves to have no voice due to marginalization or differing
from a societal norm to express themselves and share their perspectives. Participants in the
sharing circle identified as minorities to Western culture in comparison to the perceived
normative societal view of a leader in Western society. SC2 demonstrated this context by stating,
“The epitome of leadership is . . . a six-[foot]-three white male.” When discussing their
perspectives from a minority view, participants frequently used the phrase “not being good
enough” (SC; SC2). One participant stated, “Being short for one . . . First Nation, female, all
those sorts of things. It can be really intimidating when you walk into a conference room. And
everybody there is a six-foot white man” (SC2). Participants outlined successful leadership
scenarios in which leaders provided a voice to individuals who did not fit within this idealistic
view of a leader in Western society. SC1 noted,
I did a presentation . . . as immigrants how do you feel in the hospital, how do we [get]
treated by white dominant society? So, I present it, that kind of perspective and . . . the
. . . instructor asked me to use as an example, . . . for next-year students, and this was my
first time I was . . . recognized as a student by teacher. . . I was never picked as an . . .
example. So, that experience helped me a lot the confidence. . . . It was a very huge
experience. . . . I didn’t feel I’m just a second class. Until that time, I felt that . . . I was
always quiet in the class.

ENHANCING STUDENT LEADERSHIP

66

These data suggested that when students and alumni were empowered with a voice in a
safe space, they not only had increased confidence levels but were also able to perceive leaders
being outside of their normative societal view as well as see themselves as leaders.
Connection and Team Mindset. Deep connections and a team mindset were embedded
within all the leadership narratives of the sharing circle, and according to the participants were
found to be crucial elements of effective leadership. Participants conceptualized deep
connections as genuine relationships between themselves and others; they also alluded to the
ability to connect with others more easily when they were with like-minded individuals.
Participants felt like successful leaders worked hard to create deep connections with those they
lead; one participant noted, “They actually make a personal connection with you; . . . they were
emotionally invested in their teachings” (SC2). Correlated with deep connections were likeminded environments, which were defined by participants as being around others with similar
values, or cultural ways of being, knowing and doing. Interestingly, participants also indicated
that they found belonging and motivation being a part of these like-minded environments. SC2
stated, “I think that’s what would keep me motivated . . . is being around like-minded people.”
SC1 also frequently referenced the increase in confidence and motivation that was found in being
a part of various community cultural groups. Therefore, being around like-minded people not
only fostered a deeper sense of connection but also enhanced motivation toward leadership
competency development. Furthermore, it was also identified that successful leaders frequently
check in on their teams and look to enhance the potential of the team as a whole. SC1
highlighted one phrase from their instructor referring to leadership being “penguin style”:
“Leadership is . . . watching the team, and then going back to check that everybody is going. . . .
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It changed my perspective that leadership is not only leading, it’s watching everyone and
checking in on everyone.” This suggests that connecting with others is highly valued amongst
participants, and leaders who cultivate a strong team environment are equally important toward
successful leadership endeavours. Lastly, sharing circle participants repeatedly identified
mentorships with peers and noted observations of successful leaders as ways that leadership
competencies could be enhanced; these included “connection with community leaders, elders,
mentors, instructors, work environments, workshops” (S15). To conclude, students and alumni
identified that connecting with others is foundational to teamwork, and teamwork is an essential
component of successful leadership.
Hands-On Experiences. Participants identified hands-on experiences as a student and in
workplace settings as key ways to enhance leadership competencies and also increase confidence
and motivation levels. One participant stated, “I think the best way to learn is to jump right in!
Reading material and taking courses helps, but you won’t gain the confidence to lead until you
have to lead. Shadowing with good mentors also helps” (S2). Participants acknowledged ways
they demonstrated leadership outside the university setting, and the top three amongst survey
participants included (a) work roles, such as “started a business” (S8) or “general manager of a
retail location” (S11); (b) volunteering, such as “volunteer firefighter” (S5) or “volunteer
program at a school in Central America” (S13); and (c) being a part of community clubs, such as
“swim team” (S13) or “sports teams” (S10). These data findings suggested ways in which
participants were accessing hands-on experiences outside the university setting, thus
contextualizing the importance of these types of experiences in leadership endeavours.
Participants also identified several hands-on competencies that keep them motivated and
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confident toward leadership roles: opportunities at work, being pushed out of their comfort zone,
and having purposeful actions. S6 stated hands-on experiences inspire “by watching how other
leaders organize people, logistics and events. By being passionate about a topic and wanting to
share it with people. Starting small and growing confidence and skills like proposal writing,
event invitation writing etc.” Thus, hands-on experiences that promote growth and purpose will
enhance leadership motivation, confidence, and, ultimately, benefit the development of
leadership competencies.
World Café Learning Activity
The third part of the project was a world café learning activity with the staff of the
Student Success Division. This activity elicited forward-thinking and innovative dialogue on
values and leadership competencies for students and thus served as a catalyst for creating
positive change within their department. Sorted by the questions that were discussed in each
round of the world café (Appendix G), in this section, I briefly capture the insights of the robust
and passionate dialogue generated within this event. Given that this was not a data collection
method, the insights shared below are from a generalized standpoint.
Values. As Brown (2018) stated, who people are is how they lead. Participants of the
Student Success Division had many ideas of what would help students identify their values and
recognize the importance of this process. Based on participants’ responses, I coded, analyzed,
and summarized key themes and associated processes in relation to value awareness (see Table
3).
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Table 3
Key Themes and Identified Processes to Implement Derived From the Discussion on Values at
the World Café
Key Theme

Identified Processes to Implement

Creating a flexible approach

- Explore where students are at
- Explore in context of Yukon University (short duration
of time at the university, high mature student enrolment)
- Explore international or cross-cultural perspectives that
influence their definitions of leadership

Finding active ways to help
cultivate self-awareness

- Implement self-assessment tools
- Provide professional development opportunities or
activities on values
- Have conversations with students about leadership and
values
- Staff to model the way as leaders and value clarity

Defining concept of values

- Explore how students define the term values
(vs. attributes, characteristics)

Differing value systems

- Highlight differing values from oneself
- How to be in relation to those you lead

Leadership Competencies. As part of the world café preamble, I ensured participants
were provided with the key findings of the data collection including potential leadership
competencies that arose from the data (Appendix G). I then elicited further dialogue from the
Student Success Division on what the staff believed would be helpful competencies for students
to learn. A multitude of responses were compiled, which I then coded, analyzed, and themed.
Table 4 highlights all competencies identified by the Student Success Division. In an attempt to
further analyze participants’ responses and also compare the data collection findings, I
synthesized the following overarching competencies: personal mastery, resilience, adaptability,
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and change-orientation, taking opportunities, and connecting with others. Personal mastery
encompassed the ability to master personal growth, self-awareness, and self-capabilities;
resilience spoke to the need to prepare for leadership in several facets such as learning how to
have difficult conversations, taking risks, and failing; adaptable and change-orientation was the
ability to become flexible in navigating change, recognizing differences and learning varied skill
sets; taking opportunities entailed practising hands-on skills, and accessing and building upon
opportunities already present at the university; and connecting with others encompassed the idea
of how to work with others in a team environment.
Table 4
Competencies Identified by the Student Success Division
Overarching Competency

Identified Competencies

Personal mastery

-

Self-reflection
Self-awareness
Self-worth
Personal growth
Recognizing capability of self
Learn how to ask for help

Resilience

-

Prepare for leadership outside university setting
Foster resilience
How to accept and incorporate feedback
Safe place to take risks
Okay to fail
Learn how to have difficult conversations

Adaptable and change-orientation

-

Navigating change
Learn transferable skill set
Recognize differences in culture and age
Adaptability
Being open minded
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Identified Competencies

Taking opportunities

- Practise hands on
- Build on what is already happening in other
programs at university
- Access and tap into tools
- Provide opportunities like student play
- Offer a transition opportunity from university to
postgraduation

Connecting with Others

- Shifting from personal goals to collective goals
- Learn how to collaborate with and take care of one
another
- Active listening skills
- Empower others grow and identify their own
strengths
- Surround oneself with others who are strong
- Make effort to connect with others
- Learn to work as a team
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Opportunities for Competency Development. The third and final round of the world
café explored the question of what opportunities could help students learn leadership
competencies. Staff were asked to reflect on what was discussed in Round 2, while also
considering their professional experiences as leaders and staff within the Student Success
Division. Tangible recommendations were gleaned that could be aligned with the final
recommendations of the study, which were based off of the data collection and literature review
findings. A plethora of leadership opportunity ideas were presented by all the world Café
participants, which I then compiled, themed, and defined into key categories (Table 5).
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Table 5
Key Themes and Activities for Competency Development Generated in the World Café
Theme

Activity

Student-focused

Self-reflection opportunities
Hands-on skill-based learning opportunities
Curate resources – access for those who want to learn about leadership
independently
Showcase of student leadership examples

Leadership activities
and events

Leadership activities and events – student led
Speaker series – alumni, students from other institutes
Peer mentorship – current students or alumni

Community
engagement

Volunteer work groups or clubs
Co-ops or employee partnerships
Job fairs
Exchanges with other educational institutes

Staff-focused

Creation of accessible and transparent policies and procedures for
students
Staff leadership training – formal or informal
Aim to elicit feedback from those who are struggling or aren’t as
passionate about leadership
Aim to create a better understanding of YukonU student body
(e.g., parents, mature students)

Study Conclusions
The previous chapters set the context for the Student Success Division being an
innovative, forward thinking, and dynamic department, open to positive change for their
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emerging student leaders. Therefore, the aim of this study was to answer the question: How
might the Student Success Division enhance the development of leadership competencies for
Yukon University students? As a way to better conceptualize how successful leadership
competencies are perceived, I previously highlighted a compilation of successful leadership
narratives as well as perspectives on key components of leadership development such as values
awareness, motivation, and confidence levels through the eyes of participants. The world café
learning activity also helped inform the conclusions and recommendations by ensuring they
aligned with the perspectives of the Student Success Division. This section draws upon the
project findings and also considers the leadership theory, the values of the Student Success
Division and YukonU, the overarching research question and subquestions, as well as my own
perspectives as the lead student researcher of this action research project. Within this context, I
derived the following four conclusions:
1. Working to deepen connections with self and others are essential steps toward
leadership competency development.
2. Leadership development is on a continuum. There is a need to assess how students
are conceptualizing leadership and what stage they are at, as well as how to empower
that individual through a safe and supportive environment.
3. Leadership development is not a one-size-fits-all approach; as such, a blend of
formal, informal, and experiential learning is needed.
4. Implementing a leadership competency framework would help students conceptualize
and contextualize leadership.
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This section presents in more detail the context of each conclusion, which sets the
framework for the recommendations that are outlined in Chapter 5. These conclusions and
recommendations ultimately bring to light how the Student Success Division might enhance the
development of leadership competencies in YukonU students.
Conclusion 1: Working to Deepen Connections With Self and Others Are Essential Steps
Toward Leadership Competency Development
A leader must have a connection to themselves and to those around them in order to
effectively lead. Aligned with Brown’s (2018) notion that who one is how they lead, selfawareness of values and cultural identity as well as awareness of how one is in relation to others
allows leaders to effectively and authentically lead others. Several authors have argued critical
self-reflection inclusive of identification of self-values is the first step in effective leadership
development (Agger-Gupta & Etmanski, 2014; Brown, 2018; Kouzes & Posner, 2017; Outcalt et
al., 2001; Owen, 2015; Seemiller, 2013). Similarly, Dugan and Komives (2011) and Leupold et
al. (2020) demonstrated postsecondary leadership programs are often too directed at developing
leadership skills in a group setting and must emphasize the self as leader. As YukonU and the
Student Success Division do not yet have a formal leadership program, they will have to consider
a healthy balance. According to Brown (2018), individuals who are very clear on their values are
able to narrow them down to two to three. As noted in the Study Findings section, students were
able to define several values they aligned with but did not have clarity on narrowing them down
to two or three.
Alongside the identification of values lies the importance of self-awareness of cultural
identity and in relation to leadership. According to Guthrie et al. (2013), reflecting on cultural
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identity helps explore self as leader as it provides insight toward the multiple identities one must
have. The concept of intersectionality dissects how one’s cultural identity is influenced by
systems of power and privilege. Participants in the study spoke frequently about their
intercultural experiences but did not directly comment on how their multiple identities influenced
their ability to see themselves as leaders, nor in the context of the greater society. Thus,
reflecting on cultural identity and specifically on the concept of intersectionality would not only
deepen the connection a student has with themselves, but also heighten their awareness of how
they are in relation to others, the greater society, and furthermore, their context in society as a
leader. According to Maia (2021), “critical self-reflection and inclusion should be at the core of
all leadership programs, and even individual leadership learning experiences. Inclusive design
seeks to recognize, embrace, and engage marginalized students on college campuses” (p. 82).
Furthermore, the YukonU (20220 Strategic Plan reported one of their commitments to “be
leaders for the common good” (p. 12); one of the ways they endeavour to do so is to “work to
dismantle systemic racism, oppression and inequity through truth seeking and truth informed
actions” (p. 12). This work to seek and dismantle systemic racism, oppression, and inequity
greatly coincides with students’ abilities to reflect on their cultural identities. Therefore, it is
apparent that it is important for university settings, specifically YukonU, to place emphasis on
developing students as leaders by better connecting them to their values and cultural identities.
Doing so will not only provide them with clarity on how they lead, but also self-awareness of
how they may be influenced or influencing systems of power, and ultimately provide emerging
and oppressed leaders with a voice.
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According to Brown (2018), “leaders must care for and be connected to the people they
lead” (p. 222). Similarly, Stoner and Stoner (2012) argued one of the best ways to build a team is
to establish and ensure trust amongst all the members. Thus lies the importance of emerging
leaders to not only connect to self, but to also make deep connections with others. The study
finding narratives illuminated how leaders empower their team as a whole, and also the
perceived benefits of peer mentorships and observation of successful leaders. The participants
also spoke to the value of team environments and like-minded people as being motivational
towards enhancing their leadership abilities. YukonU similarly highlighted four values in their
Strategic Plan (YukonU, 2022), one of them being relationships. They greatly emphasized the
concepts of respect and reciprocity in their relationships with others, which also coincide with
the values of an Indigenous methodology. Aligning the notion of an Indigenous lens, Wilson
(2008) described how Indigenous research must use relational accountability, which is the
connection to a community or a set of relationships. Thus, being able to acknowledge, maintain,
and thrive in relationship with others harmoniously blends the Western and Indigenous
worldviews on leadership and ultimately deepens the connections within a student’s leadership
journey toward themselves and others.
Conclusion 2: Leadership Development is on a Continuum. There is a Need to Assess How
Students Are Conceptualizing Leadership and What Stage They Are at, as Well as How to
Empower That Individual Through a Safe and Supportive Environment
It is no surprise that leadership dialogue is complex, inconclusive, and often confusing.
Therefore, positioning leadership development on a continuum, as demonstrated by Owen
(2015), is an easy way to position one’s views on leadership and ultimately develop a path
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forward for each unique student. Given that students may be at various stages of development
within each of the potential leadership competencies they are working toward, being able to
assess the stage the student is at will be paramount in their empowerment and in enhancing their
leadership competency. Parallel to these concepts is the previously discussed idea of cultural
identity and intersectionality, which directly relates to how one conceptualizes leadership and
also moves through the various phases of leadership development. Leupold et al. (2020)
discussed how varied personality traits, educational experiences, mental models, and fields of
study should be further explored, as they may be mediators for leadership development. It was
evident in the study findings that the array of answers and various leadership narratives that
participants described surfaced from the varied traits, experiences, mental models, and
professional fields of study. In the systems analysis of YukonU as an organization, it is evident
that the institution has a unique demographic of students, which includes a high rate of mature
students, rural versus urban context, parents, and Indigenous and international students.
Participants also noted that many of the programs at YukonU urban and rural campuses have a
short duration, which creates high turnover in student enrolment and the ability to execute
lengthy leadership activities and programming. These demographics add to the unique lens in
which leadership competency enhancement must be foundational for the Student Success
Division and further support the need for assessment on a continuum.
Following the step of addressing where a student lies on the continuum of leadership
development is the importance of empowering through a safe space, which is one that addresses
cultural needs, psychological needs, motivation and confidence levels, and also allows for
growth in leadership competency development. Individuals feel better prepared to exercise
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leadership when they are confident in their abilities to cope with events, situations, and people;
similarly, those who lack this confidence are less likely to take on tough challenges (Kouzes &
Posner, 2017). Similarly, Hannah and Avolio (2010) also stated a leader cannot have motivation
without first believing they can change and develop. Participants in the study highlighted the
essential need for safe spaces in successful leadership narratives; however, they also relayed the
appreciation they had toward being pushed out of their comfort zone and being able to grow. A
similar finding was the decrease in motivation and confidence levels in alumni in comparison to
current students of YukonU. Stoner and Stoner (2012) supported these claims by stating,
“Emerging leaders must learn a process for addressing and working through crises. In fact, one
of the best measures of a leader’s potential comes from how they assess, understand, and deal
with the crises they confront” (p. 170). Furthermore, they asserted that in order for leaders to be
in a flow state, the task at hand must challenge them. This alludes to the idea that although safe
spaces must be embodied to successfully empower an emerging leader, there must be a degree of
discomfort and challenge where they learn to address and work through crisis situations in order
to better prepare them for their transition postgraduation.
Conclusion 3: Leadership Development is Not a One-Size-Fits-All Approach; As Such, a
Blend of Formal, Informal, and Experiential Learning is Needed
According to Owen (2015), many leadership approaches have transitioned to be
transformational, collaborative, and relational, yet many student leadership development
programs adhere to the one-size-fits-all and skill-based training approach. The Student Success
Division is an overarching division of the university that is perfectly positioned to provide a
holistic and all-inclusive approach to enhancing student leadership competencies. Outcalt et al.
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(2001) argued the key is not to teach more or better; rather, it is to create conditions in which
students are inspired and motivated both in and outside of the classroom. As previously
discussed, YukonU has a diverse cohort of students, and, compounded with the complexities of
leadership development, it is not an easy endeavour to establish a successful leadership program.
One particular study highlighted by Guthrie et al. (2013) identified key findings of how the
student’s ability to lead is enhanced in a postsecondary setting through mentoring, campus
involvement, community service, leadership position experience, leadership learning experience,
and students’ conversations across personal differences; likewise, Dugan and Komives (2010)
argued that sociocultural conversations among peers, faculty mentoring, and participation in
community service were noteworthy findings that correspond to the importance of leadership
efficacy. In contrast, Leupold et al. (2020) argued experiential activities such as on-campus jobs,
studying abroad, and so forth had the same impact as intentional leadership development
activities. Similarly, the project findings demonstrated multiple avenues in which students and
alumni were already practising leadership outside the university setting as well as potential
opportunities that would allow them to further enhance their leadership competencies.
Participants specifically noted hands-on experiences as a way to improve their leadership skills
and increase their confidence and motivation toward leadership. However, in the data collection
narratives on successful leadership, academic and formal learning scenarios were also
mentioned. Similarly, the Student Success Division staff made mention of the varied learning
styles amongst students at YukonU, such as independent learning or accessing resources, and
were ultimately in support of a varied approach to learning leadership. Thus, providing formal,
informal, and experiential learning experiences of leadership will allow students at YukonU to
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align with an all-inclusive approach that addresses multiple phases of the leadership development
continuum and a more wholesome perspective on successful leadership. Furthermore, OstromBlonigen et al. (2010) stated, “Successful student leadership training programs can help bridge
the gap between student and community and in the transition from student to employee” (p. 249).
Therefore, having a compilation of various formal, informal, and experiential experiences would
allow for a more inclusive approach that also creates a smoother transition from student to
working professional postgraduation.
Conclusion 4: Implementing A Leadership Competency Framework Would Help Students
Conceptualize and Contextualize Leadership
Leadership development is complex and multifaceted; it was apparent in the world café
learning activity there was no consensus of opinion on what successful leadership is, nor was
there a clear path of how to get there. Being able to conceptualize leadership is, therefore, a
journey that must involve not only students but also the Student Success Division, YukonU, and
the organizations they become a part of postgraduation. A leadership competency framework is
one way to help standardize this multifaceted endeavour, while still allowing for flexibility that
supports students’ and staff abilities to conceptualize and contextualize leadership competencies.
Furthermore, standard leadership competencies are commonplace in many professional
organizations, and this intentional procedure allows students to become aware of this process and
its language prior to entering their career fields (Seemiller, 2013). The Yukon Government is one
relevant example of an organization that has a leadership competency framework: “The Core
Competency Framework represents a Yukon government-wide commitment to leadership
excellence at all levels of the organization. It represents the belief that leadership is an action and
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not a position” (Government of Yukon, 2018, para. 1). This framework encompasses eight
competencies that are necessary to deliver the organization’s vision, goals, and priorities and are
ones that Yukon Government employees should strive to achieve in their roles. Delia Davila
Quitana et al. (2014) also argued students who come from higher educational institutions with
better leadership competencies have the ability to more easily enhance their competencies during
the initial stages of their career. Therefore, leadership competency frameworks not only help
students better prepare for their career fields, but also provide them with an advantage earlier on
in their professional careers.
Proposed Leadership Competency Framework
In attempts to highlight the overarching theme of leadership competencies and in
accordance with the thesis question and subquestions, I identify a proposed leadership
competency framework. This framework is based on the findings of the project, literature on
leadership competencies, insights from the world café, as well as the principles of the Student
Success Division. This should be viewed as a potential starting point as further development
after the project would be required to ensure it fully aligns with YukonU and its students.
Furthermore, this emerging framework supports Conclusion 4 by discussing the gaps in
leadership conceptualization and contextualization along with what is examined in the literature
on leadership competencies.
It is prudent to first highlight how leadership competency was defined in this study. The
working definition of competencies, as indicated in Chapter 1, are a way to capture knowledge,
skills, attitudes, and behaviours that are required to be successful in a chosen profession (CIHC,
2010). This project did not identify specific leadership competencies that students should be
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working toward; rather, I used a generalized definition that would invite key themes to emerge
from the data that could later be analyzed. As a compilation of the four key themes previously
discussed in the Study Findings section, five main leadership competencies surfaced: cultivate a
sense of connection and belonging, nurture growth, foster trust, encourage vulnerability, and
empower others. These five leadership competencies are discussed in more depth in this section
as a way to align the participant leadership narratives with a potential leadership competency
framework. As positioned in Figure 2, these competencies are discussed from an inward-tooutward approach that signifies the importance of starting with internal work of the emerging
leader, then to be able to advance to empowering others.
Figure 2
The Five Main Leadership Competencies That Surfaced From the Data
Cultivate a sense of
connection and
belonging
Nurture growth

Foster trust

Encourage vulnerability

Empower others
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Cultivate A Sense of Connection and Belonging
As previously outlined in the study findings, participants spoke to the importance of deep
connections and appreciating a sense of belonging amongst others. Being able to connect to
(a) one’s self through self-awareness of values, (b) others through successful teamwork
endeavours, and (c) community through purposeful actions were essential themes that surfaced
in the study findings. In this framework, this theme is positioned at the core to illustrate the
importance of these connections in the initial phases of leadership development (see Figure 1).
As previously discussed in the literature, Brown (2018) spoke to the importance of values
awareness within leadership development. Within the study findings of this project, it was
apparent that participants have not fully conceptualized the importance of this process within a
leadership development continuum. Similarly, Giles (2016) outlined a study of 195 leaders from
around the world suggesting five main competencies that strong leaders uphold, and promoting
connection and belonging among employees is one competency that is listed. Giles argued
establishing connection is one of the most important jobs of a leader because it allows
individuals to feel cared for and ultimately cultivate their highest potential. In the current study,
participants frequently spoke about the value they placed on a team environment and being
surrounded by like-minded people as a way to better connect with leaders and others.
Interestingly, participants appreciated like-minded views and also demonstrated non-Western
perspectives but did not speak to the perceived importance of diverse or differing perspectives
and what could be learned from them. Lastly, participants found connecting and belonging to a
larger community and purpose to be a concept that helped increase motivation toward leadership
enhancement. Kouzes and Posner (2017) also stated increased connection to purpose equals
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increased engagement and productivity. In the context of YukonU, where faculty and staff
endeavour to “step confidently into our future, we aspire to create change, to make tomorrow
better, and to boldly, humbly lead Canada’s North” (YukonU, 2022, p. 3), having a connection to
the broader community greatly aligns with what it means to be a leader and at YukonU.
Nurture Growth
Growth through various avenues surfaced within the four key findings. Hands-on
experiences being one of the key findings suggested that participants have a desire to learn and
grow through tangible experiences. It is apparent that motivation was also enhanced through
hands-on experiences. Survey correspondents also spoke to academic learning experiences being
helpful toward enhancing leadership competencies. Therefore, the findings suggested hands-on
and formal academic experiences would help students grow as leaders. Alongside nurturing
growth in self as leader, participants also highlighted that successful leaders nurture growth in
their team. Similarly, Giles (2016) spoke to the key leadership competency of nurturing growth,
which strong leaders exhibit and demonstrated that in performing this competency they
maximize their team’s potential: “If you want to inspire the best from your team, advocate for
them, support their training and promotion, and go to bat to sponsor their important projects”
(para. 21). Within the context of the Student Success Division, one of their goals being to
promote and foster growth, nurturing growth is well suited toward a potential leadership
competency.
Foster Trust
It is no surprise that participants paired the concept of trust with the notion of successful
leadership. Brown (2018) defined trust as occurring when the things that are important to
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individuals are safe, in particular situations or with particular people. Likewise, Lencioni (2011)
argued one of the top five dysfunctions of a team is the absence of trust. Therefore, fostering
trust is of high importance amongst successful leaders to ensure they are not inculcating
dysfunctional teams. Trusting in self and trusting in the team are key subcomponents of
leadership that are discussed within this competency.
As increasing confidence has been highlighted as a main factor in leadership
development, trusting in one’s self exudes a certain level of confidence that an individual has for
themselves as a leader. It was apparent that confidence building is something that successful
leaders strive for, and that there is the potential for this confidence to weaken when emerging
leaders are positioned within suboptimal environments. Brown (2018) was able to
compartmentalize what trust is and has defined seven behavioural elements: boundaries,
reliability, accountability, vault, integrity, nonjudgment, and generosity. These have overlapped
with several of the concepts that participants described in their successful leadership narratives,
along with the values of the Student Success Division listed in Chapter 1. Thus, trust in one’s
self not only exemplifies the conceptualized behaviours of a successful leader, but it is also
synonymous with enhancing confidence in one’s self as leader.
Brown (2018) discussed trust as “the glue that holds organizations together” (p. 222).
Likewise, the notion of trusting in the team was frequently discussed by study participants as a
competency that successful leaders exhibit. Participants alluded to the fact that leaders who trust
in their team not only optimize their team’s ability to move forward but also inspire reciprocal
trust and increased confidence in their leadership from those they lead. In summary, being able
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to strengthen a leader’s ability to foster trust will encourage confidence, improve team
optimization, and align with the values of the Student Success Division.
Encourage Vulnerability
Vulnerability is conceptualized in multiple ways throughout the leadership literature.
Brown (2018) defined it as “the emotion we experience during times of uncertainty, risk, and
emotional exposure” (p. 231), whereas Lencioni (2011) argued that it is the “ability to be
genuinely honest about your weaknesses, mistakes, and need for help” (para. 1). Study
participants conceptualized vulnerability as the ability for leaders to make mistakes in front of
those they lead, which enables the leaders to gain trust and also create safe spaces. Furthermore,
members of the Student Success Division spoke to the ability for both staff and students to be
vulnerable in order to enhance their leadership competencies. Correspondingly, Lencioni (2011)
highlighted one of the five temptations leaders succumb to is not appearing vulnerable rather
than embracing it and gaining trust. To summarize, vulnerability portrays a state of discomfort
that is essential to leadership growth; embracing it helps leaders and those they lead feel safe to
grow, which ultimately increases their trust and confidence.
Empower Others
The last competency, to learn how to empower others, encompasses many facets that
have already been discussed. Learning how to build connections and to nurture growth and trust
are prerequisites to the inward–outward approach to leadership development. As previously
discussed, one of the main themes of the study was empowerment and the ability to provide a
voice to those who were emerging leaders or not perceived within the ideal view of a Western
leader. Kouzes and Posner (2017) also discussed five practices of exemplary leadership, one of
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which was enabling others to act. They spoke to being able to strengthen team members through
helping others realize they have control over their own lives, providing them choices, fostering
accountability, and working to develop competence and confidence in others. Giles (2016) also
highlighted a similar notion, empowering others to self-organize, as one of the top competencies
that leaders portray. The preface of this competency is that leaders cannot do everything
themselves; they must distribute power to establish productive and proactive teams, which in
turn optimizes the team and empowers each of the individuals. Thus, developing a leadership
competency of empowering others is foundational to connection, confidence, trust, and growth
within leaders and their teams.
To conclude, leadership is a multifaceted and complex notion that is often defined
differently by individuals, organizations, and the greater society. Having a standardized
leadership competency framework would be a beneficial tool to help YukonU students
conceptualize and contextualize leadership and, ultimately, work to enhance their leadership
competency.
Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry
The aim of this study was to ask the emergent question, how might the Student Success
Division enhance the development of leadership competencies for Yukon University students?
The scope in which this project was conducted was through the Student Success Division, which
is an overarching department accessible to all students within the university.
Scope
In gathering the data for this research, I sought a broad perspective; therefore, the data
collection engaged students and alumni with a fairly open criteria that included all students and
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alumni enrolled at the university full or part time. Although an Indigenous methodology set the
foundation for this project, Indigenous-specific perspectives were not solicited. However, the
First Nation Student Navigator of the Student Success Division served as a member of the
inquiry team and my own views as an Indigenous scholar were also embedded within the project.
Although Indigenous participants were not intentionally recruited for the project, a few
participants within the sharing circle and world café identified as Indigenous. Similarly, no
external Indigenous stakeholders were intentionally engaged. This division does not teach
specific academic curriculum, and it would be relevant to note that there are two leadership
programs at YukonU within the Bachelor of Business Administration and First Nations
Leadership Training courses, which were not engaged within the project. Stakeholders outside of
the Student Success Division or YukonU system were not engaged; however, the world café
learning activity attained the perspectives of all staff at the Student Success Division to be able to
champion the findings within their division moving forward.
Limitations
Several factors had an influence on the participation of the study, thus will have an
influence on the application of the study outcomes. Recruitment, timing, and consent bias were a
few notable concepts that have impacted the final outcomes of the study. Contacting alumni of
YukonU remained a barrier for university programming; the only way alumni were able to be
reached were via social media posts (i.e., Instagram and Facebook), which was less than ideal in
the uptake of alumni as participants. As well, the broad criteria for participants allowed for
suboptimal recruitment; more targeted and active recruitment could have been implemented had
the scope been less broad. For those who did participate in the survey and sharing circle, this
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study did not gather information on the programs those students were enrolled in, or, if they were
an alumnus, I did not inquire on how long ago they had graduated. Having this information may
have permitted a more in-depth analysis on program-specific findings, along with the potential to
conduct analyses based on how long ago a student graduated from YukonU. Timing had another
large influence on the participant uptake; I recruited participants during the week of spring break
and then collected data at the end of March, which was just prior to the beginning of an exam
period. Many alumni were away for spring break leave, and many students were prepping for
their exams, which likely influenced the uptake numbers. Lastly, consent bias has a large impact
on the data collected. Those who participated and consented likely had more of an interest in
leadership programming at the university; thus, the study outcomes may not include the
recommendations from students and alumni who are not confident, motivated, or willing to share
their views on enhancing leadership.
Irregularity in Study Conduct
Various aspects of the initial project proposal did not go as planned. Action research is
emergent and organizational change can be ripe with uncertainty. The COVID-19 pandemic was
the underlying cause of many of the irregularities presented in the study conduct. As this study
embodied an Indigenous methodology that aimed to execute an in-person sharing circle, an
additional requirement within the ethics applications from both YukonU and Royal Roads
University were necessary and led to delays in advancing to the data collection phase. Delays in
processing of ethics or moving forward with project execution could be attributed to sick leave,
quarantine requirements, and also the need to apply for a COVID-19 exemption to practice
research in person. After several ethics reviews, a virtual option was ultimately provided to

ENHANCING STUDENT LEADERSHIP

90

(a) encourage rural community uptake, (b) be inclusive to those who were not vaccinated with
COVID-19 vaccine and thus not allowed on campus where the sharing circle would be held, and
(c) to provide an opportunity for those who were not comfortable with meeting in person.
Ultimately, all consenting participants preferred the virtual option, thus the sharing circle was
conducted via Zoom. Not only was time lost from the extra step in the dual research ethics board
processes that could have been avoided, but key elements of the Indigenous methodology were
also lost. Similarly, the low numbers of consenting participants in the sharing circle also changed
the original design of the project, which aimed to have at least one sharing circle with students
and one with alumni as a way to compare the perspectives of the two participant groups.
Hindsight is 20/20, and areas of improvement for future projects include conducting a more
thorough search on how potential participants could be recruited and adjusting based on potential
uptake, balancing the desire for a broad perspective with a narrowed and realistic set of criteria,
allowing for extra recruitment time frames, conducting research at a time that is optimal for the
potential participants, and providing a virtual option earlier on in the project proposal.
Chapter Summary
In this chapter, I outlined the project findings, conclusions, and scope and limitations.
The findings delved into what the data collection surfaced, along with what was conveyed
through the world café learning activity in response to the data collection. Four main conclusions
were introduced as a way to summarize the findings of the study and in context of the literature,
Student Success Division as partner organization, and also my own perspectives as the lead
student researcher. I closed this chapter with a discussion of the project scope, limitations, and
additional irregularities that arose within the inquiry. Chapter 5 will build upon the conclusions
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Chapter 5: Inquiry Implications
This concluding chapter synthesizes this action-oriented research project in its entirety in
response to the overarching question: How might the Student Success Division enhance the
development of leadership competencies for Yukon University Students? Several subquestions
also guided this inquiry:
1. How do students and alumni describe their successful leadership experiences?
2. What do the leadership competencies of a successful graduate from YukonU look like
to students and alumni?
3. What learning opportunities might support emerging student leaders to grow in their
leadership abilities?
4. How might students’ development of leadership competencies transfer to leadership
in the workplace?
5. What steps does the Student Success Division need to take to strengthen its
development of student leaders?
In this chapter, I expand on the conclusions detailed in Chapter 4 and present
recommendations for consideration by the Student Success Division. I also discuss
organizational implications as well as implications for any future inquiries and then conclude by
summarizing the thesis.
Study Recommendations
The Student Success Division currently has no leadership program accessible to all
students, which enabled this project to establish an optimal starting point for moving forward
with their leadership endeavours. The following recommendations are based upon the project
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conclusions, leadership literature, and world café dialogue, as discussed in Chapter 4, which I
crafted in conjunction with the project partners in relation to their vision of viable next steps and
priorities.
1. Implement self-awareness and self-reflection activities for staff and students to enable
them to develop a more acute awareness of their value systems.
2. Encourage staff training on leadership development.
3. Develop and implement experiential learning experiences for staff and students to
better their leadership skills.
4. Develop a leadership competency framework to guide staff in moving forward with
successful leadership programs and enable students to enhance their leadership
abilities.
Recommendation 1: Implement Self-Awareness and Self-Reflection Activities for Staff and
Students to Enable Them to Develop a More Acute Awareness of Their Value Systems
Often leadership programs focus narrowly on specific leadership behaviours and change
at a surface level, which is shown to rarely have an effect on sustainable leadership development
(Owen, 2015). The premise of this research study was to uncover the leadership
conceptualizations amongst staff and students of YukonU at a deeper level in an attempt to
support a more authentic, relevant, and sustainable leadership program for the Student Success
Division. Critical self-reflection processes uncover why individuals make decisions or embody
certain behaviours while confronting meaning toward the uncritical adoption of values; selfreflection is, therefore, necessary for leadership development (Owen, 2015). Furthermore, Maia
(2021) argued guiding students through various self-reflections can assist in developing their
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talents as leaders. Based on the study findings, I concluded in Chapter 4 that working to deepen
connections with self is an essential step toward leadership competency development. The data
collection and world café revealed most participants were unable to narrow down their core
values, alluding to lack of true clarity on these values. Likewise, the data collection narratives
surfaced how participants viewed themselves in relation to others and also identified
competencies of successful leaders participants knew, but did not speak to their personal selfreflections of themselves nor how that awareness has influenced their leadership journey.
Therefore, this recommendation demonstrates the need to delve more deeply into the cognitive
learning and critical self-reflection processes in order for students and staff to authentically
embody their values, understand the way they lead, and ultimately align this knowledge with
future leadership endeavours.
Importance of Recommendation. According to Brown (2018), “only about 10 percent
of organizations have operationalized their values into teachable and observable behaviours that
are used to train their employees and hold them accountable” (p. 189). YukonU and the Student
Success Division have made great strides toward being clear on their organizational values;
however, it will be of paramount importance for them to be able to relay these values into
behaviours that contextualize successful leadership competencies moving forward. Ensuring
students and staff have a greater awareness of their own value systems would be the first step in
order for them to align their values with YukonU and adhere to potential leadership
competencies.
Alongside the notion to enhance self-awareness of values for staff and students lies the
parallel concept of enhancing self-awareness of cultural identity. Intersectionality is one way to
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highlight the importance of having awareness of one’s own cultural identity, as it demonstrates
“every person in society is positioned at the intersection of multiple social identity structures and
is thus subject to multiple social advantages and disadvantages” (Gopaldas, 2013, p. 91). Having
an understanding of intersectionality offers a way for students and Student Success Division staff
to explore their values, how they are in relation with those around them, and uncover any
potential power dynamics that may be present in the university setting. In attempts to Indigenize
their system, exploring the notion of intersectionality will further support this endeavour. Having
awareness of this concept in the university setting will also allow for students to have heightened
awareness postgraduation and assist with their transition to their workplaces and the greater
society. Furthermore, sustainable leadership programming is a struggle for many higher
education institutes; implementing this recommendation would ultimately support a sustainable
program applicable for the Student Success Division by delving deeper into the cognitive
learning processes, determining how awareness of these processes influence others while also
aligning with any leadership programming that YukonU or workplaces may implement.
Given their current priorities, the Student Success Division leadership has identified that
Indigenizing their department and having a better awareness of Indigenous and holistic selfreflection tools would be beneficial. They have agreed that this is something they will continue
to explore beyond the completion of the project and in context of the greater YukonU system.
Potential Implementation Steps for the Student Success Division. Although the
implementation stages of Rowe et al.’s (2013) ARE model were beyond the scope of this project,
this recommendation offers a few tangible steps that the Student Success Division may choose to
implement in their process to develop an accessible and sustainable leadership program. Maia
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(2021) suggested tools such as the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI; Myers & Briggs
Foundation, n.d.) are powerful ways to deepen students’ self-awareness of values and also better
support them in contextualizing themselves as leaders in society. Participants also identified the
MBTI within the world café as a beneficial resource for student leadership. Brown’s (n.d.) values
exercises or the Barrett Values Centre’s (n.d.) personal values assessment are other exercises that
I have personally used within my leadership studies to deepen understanding of core values and
are notable resources the Student Success Division may choose to look into. As well, exercises
such as Thomas et al.’s (1991, as cited in University of Toronto, Ontario Institute for Studies in
Education, 2016) “Power Flower” (para. 1) would allow staff and students to reflect on their
cultural and social identity structures and better identify their place as a leader. Indigenous selfreflection tools or holistic views warrant a more in-depth exploration as this topic is of high
priority to YukonU, Student Success Division, and the project partners. Voyageur et al. (2018)
offered one Indigenous leadership model foundational to the practice of deep listening. This is
underpinned by the idea that “community leadership involves taking the time to develop
relationships and to listen respectfully and responsibly. It also means listening to and observing
oneself” (Voyageur et al., 2018, p. 91). Therefore, to authentically embody a more Indigenous
and holistic perspective, taking the time to listen to not only others in the community but
observing and listening to oneself will be crucial. Continuing to expand student leadership
dialogue to the Indigenous stakeholders at YukonU outside of the Student Success Division team
would be a crucial starting point to ensure appropriate Indigenous tools were explored and in the
context of YukonU. Lastly, participants in the world café identified a curation of accessible and
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credible resources (e.g., leadership books, podcasts, website links, etc.) would support students
who wanted to learn about leadership on a more self-paced schedule.
Recommendation 2: Encourage Staff Training on Leadership Development
Both staff in the world café learning activity and the literature reviewed for this thesis
discussed the complexity of leadership. Varied levels of motivation and confidence, education,
leadership experience, and cultural conceptualizations are only a few factors that influence
student leadership development. Specific to YukonU is the desire to Indigenize their
organization through more Indigenous engagement and perspectives. Thus, providing more staff
training on leadership development would allow for better understanding of various leadership
developmental stages amongst YukonU students as well as more informed and holistic
perspectives once a leadership program is put in place by the Student Success Division.
According to Kouzes and Posner (2017) and their practices of exemplary leadership, successful
leaders model the way and enable others to act. Therefore, staff awareness of the leadership
development stages will add another layer of leadership learning as staff can be active role
models as leaders and also empower students in their progression through the various leadership
development stages and within their own diverse context. Included in leadership development
would be an enhanced awareness of the richness that diversity adds to overall leadership
development. This recommendation serves as an essential building block for a strong foundation
of student leadership.
Importance of Recommendation. Aligned with the previously discussed notion that
leadership development is on a continuum, educators who are supporting leadership development
in students must link life span development and leadership education in order to understand the
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relevant interventions for leadership development (Komives et al., 2006). It would be beneficial
for the staff of the Student Success Division to have greater awareness of leadership
development and stages in order to assist students in their leadership journeys. Komives et al.
(2006) offered one model that demonstrated six stages that individuals go through when
establishing a leadership identity: awareness (recognizing that leadership is happening around
us), exploration and engagement (intentional involvement in groups), leader identified (taking on
new responsibilities), leadership differentiated (shifting order of consciousness and taking on
more complex leadership challenges), generativity (responsibility for team development), and
integration synthesis (continued self-development and sees leadership as lifelong learning).
Examples of use of this model in practice include the shift from leader identified to leadership
differentiated requiring the right combination of challenge and support; or the importance of
mentoring when progressing to the stage of generativity (Komives et al., 2006). Awareness of
such a model and how to best support students within each stage will allow Student Success
Division staff to enhance leadership competencies in students.
One particular area of leadership development and practice that may be beneficial for the
Student Success Division to explore is cross-cultural leadership. Cross-cultural leadership
embraces the diversity in today’s multicultural environment; it entails leading those “with
different values, customs, ethics norms, laws, and traditions as shaped by their national or
societal backgrounds. Cross-cultural leaders seek to understand the various backgrounds of
shareholders in order to provide leadership based on augmenting efficiency thus performance”
(Bonsu & Twum-Danso, 2018, p. 40). Bonsu and Twum-Danso (2018) further highlighted
characteristics of a cross-cultural leader as possessing emotional intelligence, cultural
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intelligence, as well as having cultural sensitivity and an openness to learning of other cultures.
These authors provided an example of how this may influence a student’s conceptualization of
leadership, stating that successful leaders in individualistic societies are often viewed as the
cause of an organization’s success, whereas in collectivistic societies successful leaders are less
often viewed as the sole source of an organization’s success (Bonsu & Twum-Danso, 2018).
Therefore, the root of successful leadership would be conceptualized differently within these
differing societies. I perceive this form of leadership to be particularly relevant for the Student
Success Division and YukonU due to several factors. YukonU has a high enrolment of
Indigenous and international students. Participants in this leadership study spoke to the
importance of providing a voice to marginalized students, specifically those who are not viewed
as the normative Western leader. Likewise, YukonU has identified one of their values to be a
“just society” (YukonU, 2022, p. 6), encompassing a commitment to truth and reconciliation as
well as playing a key “role in advancing equity, diversity, and inclusion in all [their] endeavours”
(p. 6). Alongside the heightened awareness of cultural identity amongst staff and students, crosscultural leadership skills would help support genuine leadership development in YukonU
students and in alignment with the pillars of this university.
As a newer department to the university, the Student Success Division is clear in their
desire to prioritize training and program development from various levels (i.e., students, staff,
and upper leadership). In alignment with their desire to indigenize their department and better
support students from a more holistic perspective, this recommendation will likely be considered
by their department heads.
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Potential Implementation Steps for the Student Success Division. There are many
options for steps that the Student Success Division could take toward supporting staff in
leadership training. Therefore, this list of potential ideas should not be limited to such; rather, it
could be used as a starting point in ongoing student leadership endeavours. Many formal
leadership development courses can be found online, varying in length and complexity. Business
Administration or First Nation Leadership Training programs are a few accessible examples
already found within YukonU. The Banff Centre for Arts and Creativity (n.d.-a) is another
Canadian institute that specializes in formal, Indigenous-focused leadership that may be of
benefit for the staff at Student Success Division; their programs are foundational to the sacred
circle of life Indigenous program model (Banff Centre for Arts and Creativity, n.d.-b), which
demonstrates a way these values could be learned and aligned with. In regard to cross-cultural
leadership competencies, examining international and cross-cultural perspectives on leadership
are areas that the Student Success Division may wish to consider for a wholesome and equitable
leadership lens.
Recommendation 3: Develop and Implement Experiential Learning Experiences for Staff and
Students to Better Their Leadership Skills
Access to hands-on experiences, inclusive of the idea that leadership competency
development should not be limited to formal academic learning, were key themes found within
the data collection and world café dialogue. This idea is no surprise, as leadership literature
frequently cited that out-of-class experiences contribute to development and satisfaction of adult
students (Outcalt et al., 2001; Owen, 2015; Tucci et al., 2019). In relation to the study findings
and conclusions as discussed in Chapter 4, hands-on learning provided enhanced motivation and
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confidence to emerging leaders; it also supported and aligned with many competencies that were
proposed in the Study Findings in Chapter 4 and the Literature Review in Chapter 2. Therefore,
Recommendation 3 demonstrates the importance of varied leadership learning opportunities,
while illuminating the need for experiential learning experiences as a key component to
successful leadership development in students.
Researchers frequently highlighted experiential learning practices, also referred to as
high-impact practices, as optimal leadership programs as they helped increase leadership
capacity through knowing, being, and doing (Agger-Gupta & Etmanski, 2014; Leupold et al.,
2020; Outcalt et al., 2001; Owen, 2015). Leupold et al. (2020) defined experiential and highimpact practices as intentional, meaningful processes amongst staff and students beyond the
classroom that encourage diverse collaboration and provide frequent and substantial feedback.
Equally, placing students into positions and experiences that force obstacles and failure in a safe
environment enhances leadership development and also builds resilience (Leupold et al. 2019;
Stoner & Stoner, 2012). Leupold et al. (2020) listed several examples of these experiential
practices within the university setting including: leadership retreats, positional leader training,
emerging/new leader programs, peer educator teams, and outdoor leadership programs. As
discussed in earlier chapters, YukonU’s on-the-land learning and the Royal Roads University
MAL leadership challenge are relevant examples of experiential learning methods in Canadian
university settings. Therefore, the notion of experiential learning experiences in relation to
leadership development is neither new to YukonU nor to the realm of the leadership literature.
Importance of Recommendation. One of the YukonU (2022) commitments in their
2022–2027 Strategic Plan is to “develop bold thinkers and confident change leaders” (p. 7). One
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of the ways they endeavour to do so is by expanding experiential and community-based learning
for staff and students. Thus, this recommendation is considered higher in priority for
implementation and is one that the Student Success Division has previously discussed prior to
this project. Formal peer mentorships and cultural safety initiatives are a few opportunities that
expand experiential learning and were also highlighted by the codepartment heads and
participants at the world café as beneficial programs that will be implemented by the Student
Success Division.
Many authors spoke to the importance of how leadership capacity is increased through
peer mentorships and conversations (Guthrie et al., 2013; Outcalt et al., 2001; Owen, 2015). As
well, Stoner and Stoner (2012) argued there are many benefits of having mentors, as they offer a
form of support that differs from what others can provide during crisis and that having support to
turn to that is not your peer or boss may provide enhanced value. Therefore, having a student
support network that encompasses both peer mentors and alumni or other successful leaders as
mentors (i.e., not supervisors or teachers) would increase the ability for student leaders to make
deeper connections with themselves and others and, ultimately, increase their leadership
competency.
Community engagement experiences are beneficial, according to participants, the Student
Success Division staff, and leadership literature. Stoner and Stoner (2012) argued, although
community projects are time consuming for students and emerging leaders, they provide benefits
by adding meaning to leaders’ efforts and also expand people’s network of contacts. They will
also help with the transition out of the university, while being able to put the skills to practice.
Lastly, other experiential learning practices such as leadership retreats, formal emerging leader
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programs, or outdoor leadership programs may be considered as supplemental and beneficial
opportunities worth exploring.
Potential Implementation Steps for the Student Success Division. Experiential
learning experiences must foster a safe environment in which emerging leaders feel confident to
take part, while also pushing them out of their comfort zone in order to grow. Peer mentorship
programs could be implemented as a way to provide intentional feedback, learn from other
emerging leaders, build connections, and also deepen awareness of how to be in relation to
others. Community engagement programs could be built with the foundation of practising,
failing, and working through challenges. It would be relevant to also ensure that these programs
promote motivation, confidence, and hands-on experiences, as surfaced from the study. In setting
this as the foundation, experiential learning activities may prove to be more successful,
sustainable, and transferable beyond the university setting. Leveraging the connections already
made through the university with community partners, such as donors and sponsors, the
University Access Pathways program, Northern Institute of Justice at YukonU, or other potential
First Nation partnerships, would be relevant and accessible groups to consider for community
engagement and/or mentorship initiatives.
Recommendation 4: Develop a Leadership Competency Framework to Guide Staff in Moving
Forward with Successful Leadership Programs and Enable Students to Enhance Their
Leadership Abilities
The conceptualization and contextualization of a leadership competency framework was
previously discussed in the Conclusions section in Chapter 4, but this recommendation
demonstrates the importance of such a framework for the Student Success Division to enhance

ENHANCING STUDENT LEADERSHIP

104

the development of leadership competencies for students. According to the CIHC (2010), “a
competency framework needs to help learners or practitioners make sense of the learning process
(process), differentiate matters by relevance (relevance), apply learning to practice situations
(application), and associate learning elements (integration)” (p. 7). Seemiller (2013) also argued
leadership competencies should be viewed more as a toolbox, as the goal is not to have all
students develop all competencies. Students should focus on competencies that they will use
more frequently or more effectively than others. Delia Davila Quintana et al. (2014) cautioned
the use of competency frameworks by arguing that they do not offer conclusions or implications
for effective leadership development; rather, they aim to articulate the experiences of actual
leaders and establish a framework for individuals, organizations, and the greater society.
Furthermore, leadership competencies are not limited to individual leader development and can
be used within group leadership settings (Seemiller, 2013). Therefore, a competency framework
would help support students in relevant leadership competency development and their transition
beyond university as well as support the Student Success Division and YukonU in the overall
programming of student leadership.
Importance of Recommendation. As discussed in previous chapters, competencies are
becoming the norm in more professions. Delia Davila Quintana et al. (2014) argued the
identification of competencies is a major component of leadership development in order to align
leadership functions with respective working environments and that competency frameworks
offer the means to identify the abilities, attitudes, and behaviours of successful leaders in these
working environments. According to Seemiller (2013) and Delia Davila Quintana et al. (2014) it
is of paramount importance that leadership competency development is implemented in higher
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education institutes as they present an optimal environment to work on said competencies and
also allow students to become familiar with these processes. The Student Success Division is an
overarching department at YukonU that is accessible to all students, serving as the most
inclusive and far-reaching department to enact a YukonU student leadership program. In
previous discussions, their team has also identified the importance of implementing leadership
programming from a variety of capacities (e.g., peer mentorships and Indigenous initiatives) and
amongst a variety of levels (e.g., student participants, hired students, and staff within their
department). Therefore, the relevance of this recommendation is not only foundational to the
data collection findings but also to the alignment of the Student Success Division vision,
YukonU as a higher education institute, as well toward optimizing future work environments that
students may become a part of.
Potential Implementation Steps for the Student Success Division. In Chapter 4, I put
forward a proposed leadership competency framework based upon the study findings from
YukonU students and alumni. The Student Success Division may choose to consider this
framework as an emergent and relevant starting point in developing and implementing a
department-specific framework. As already discussed, leadership competency frameworks are
often based upon the experiences of actual leaders and can be used in both individual and group
leadership development scenarios; there may be a desire to develop competencies in these lenses
and with greater engagement from other YukonU stakeholders. Several other universities in
Canada have implemented leadership competency frameworks, such as the University of
Waterloo (n.d.) and the University of Manitoba (n.d.). Giles (2016) performed one study toward
developing global leadership competencies, which may serve as a beneficial resource in future
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leadership competency development. Similarly, organizations have developed guidance
documents, such as The Student Leadership Competencies Guidebook (Seemiller, 2013), as well
as a database (Student Leadership Competencies, n.d.), for student leadership competency
development, which the Student Success Division may wish to take under consideration.
Summary of Recommendations
In summary, the four recommendations presented in this section are based upon the data
gathered, the views of staff participants from the world café, the leadership literature, as well as
the direction of the Student Success Division staff and project partners. Given that there is
currently no all-inclusive student leadership program at YukonU, these recommendations serve
as the catalyst for such programming that can be considered, expanded upon, and/or used as
supplemental opportunities in moving forward with a student leadership program for the Student
Success Division and/or YukonU organization.
Organizational Implications
Aiming to create a sustainable leadership framework for the Student Success Division, in
this section I highlight how this action-oriented research project has found a place within the
Student Success Division. Situating the Student Success Division within the YukonU system and
beyond, I discuss the implications this project has had on these systems and may continue to
have moving forward beyond project completion.
Systems Change
As frequently highlighted, the Student Success Division is an overarching department at
YukonU that is accessible to all students. Hence, this division can be viewed as a subsystem
within the larger YukonU institution, with this project being specific to enhancing student
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leadership. Aligned with the foundation of action-oriented research and the creation of positive
and relevant change for organizations, the outcomes of this study will ultimately create ripples of
change to be felt by all YukonU staff and students as the university progresses with a new
student leadership program. According to Burns (2020), “systems are dynamic, and the change
that we enact is also dynamic” (p. 17). Therefore, it is relevant to discuss systems change within
the organizational implications section. “How systems change unfolds is hard to plan, which is
why it is important that organizations accumulate resources such as trust, good will, positive
reputation, and infrastructure to seize opportunities that arise during system change work”
(Seelos & Mair, 2018, p. 40). It is apparent that the Student Success Division is an innovative,
passionate, but also newer division that aims to support students in various facets; therefore,
places them in an optimal position to enact leadership opportunities that will lead to positive
change for the YukonU system. According to Senge et al. (2015), there are three core capabilities
that system leaders develop in order to cultivate collective leadership: the ability to the see the
larger system, to foster reflection and generative conversations, and to shift the collective focus
from reactive problem solving to cocreating the future. In relation to this project, the vision of
the codepartment heads and their views of the larger system, engagement of the Student Success
Division staff, students, and alumni of YukonU, as well as the collective recommendations to
move forward, form the foundation of this project and the actualization of successful systems
leadership. Therefore, a systems thinking lens for leadership will allow an inclusive, authentic,
and sustainable student leadership program to emerge, which will ultimately enhance student
leadership competencies at YukonU. Due to the limitations of this study, there was no immediate
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engagement beyond the Student Success Division and will need to be followed up with to ensure
this study is contextualized and prioritized in the greater YukonU system.
Engagement
The project partners and greater Student Success Division were fully engaged through the
project as a way to keep them informed, support me as an external researcher, build connections
for the project’s success, and ultimately help the project thrive. The codepartment heads of the
Student Success Division were involved throughout the entire project, inclusive of planning,
inquiry team compilation, world café activity, as well as the finalization of the proposed
recommendations. I invited members to join my inquiry team based on the recommendations of
the project partners, and included two Student Success Division staff and one student from one
of YukonU’s rural campuses. This helped ensure the findings were applicable to their department
and would further support the championing of the recommendations moving forward. I held
monthly meetings with my inquiry team as a way to draw on their wisdom and also ensure they
were updated as the project findings unfolded. I also engaged the greater Student Success
Division on several occasions. The project partners ensured staff were introduced to me both
virtually and in person to learn about and ask questions about the project. The world café activity
encouraged and invited all Student Success Division staff members as a way to learn more from
the department as a whole, disperse the project findings to an applicable audience, and seek
feedback for recommendations moving forward. As there was a need to limit project engagement
in order to meet MAL project deadlines and ethical considerations, I did not include any further
stakeholders, internal or external to the YukonU organization. Further engagement will need to
occur between the codepartment heads and upper leadership in order to ensure that potential
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recommendations that are implemented align with the overall direction of YukonU. A one-page
report will be disseminated to the project partners and the Student Success Division team to help
guide these conversations.
Implementation of Study Recommendations: Supplementary and Gradual
As a newer division that currently does not have an accessible or all-inclusive student
leadership program, I believe there are minimal risks for the Student Success Division to
implement or not implement the proposed recommendations. As the Student Success Division
has already identified a student leadership program is needed in their organization and that these
recommendations align with their direction on student leadership, the benefits of implementing
these recommendations outweigh any potential risks. As already discussed, collective leadership
for the Student Success Division is an optimal way to enact systems change but must encompass
a view of the larger system, reflection and generative conversations, as well as a collective shift
of cocreating the future. Hence, continuing to adhere to these elements is perhaps the best way to
optimize successful implementation.
The sample size of this study was limited; thus, this inquiry only encompassed a small
voice toward students’ and alumni’s perspectives on student leadership and may not be an
accurate reflection of students’ and alumni’s views. If the Student Success Division chooses not
to implement any of these recommendations, the leadership programming will continue status
quo, leaving future students unable to access additional leadership programming unless they are
a part of the specified courses at YukonU (i.e., Business Administration or First Nations
Leadership Training programs) or hired onto the limited student leadership positions as part of
the Student Success Division. With that being said, the codepartment heads have identified they
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have already started to move forward with implementing a peer mentorship program, which
includes an in-depth view on the interactions between mentors and mentees, cultural safety and
experiential learning opportunities, and have also enhanced their recruitment strategies for
student leaders, which includes the cocreation of programming between students and staff. This
project and its findings will ultimately supplement the great initiatives that are already underway
and provide additional support towards future endeavours they may choose to gradually
implement in the future.
Emergent Inquiry and Contributions
The findings of this study and further review of the literature are nothing new to the vast
world of student leadership in higher education institutes. However, this project has created
connections, enhanced the learning of the Student Success Division as well as my own learning
as a student researcher, and provided a contextual and applicable set of findings that can be used
for this division moving forward. Torbert and Taylor (2008) discussed the notion of first-,
second-, and third-person research in the context of action inquiries. First-person research enacts
action inquiry in the moment, second-person action inquiry focuses on the emerging-future, and
third-person generalizable theory demonstrates how individuals, organizations, and science can
transform utilizing a sustainable approach. This action-oriented thesis study integrated first-,
second-, and third-person practices as it sought to cocreate a new leadership project, look toward
past, present, and future endeavours, but also implement a sustainable leadership framework that
would benefit students, the Student Success Division, as well as the future workplaces that
students will become a part of beyond the university setting. Furthermore, learning opportunities
are evident within multiple layers, as the staff of the Student Success Division, current students,
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alumni, and future students will all benefit from the teachings of this study. Unique offerings of
this study include the Indigenous methodologies and appreciative stance that have perhaps
deepened the conceptualizations of successful leadership to students, as well for an innovative
and newer department that is willing and motivated to champion the recommendations.
Additionally, the outcomes of this project contribute a unique perspective within a northern
university setting and an overarching, noncurriculum university department that will be added to
the academic literature for future scholars to analyze.
Although the actions related to this study have yet to be followed up with, they are ripe
with opportunity. Seelos and Mair (2018) stated the work for systems change
is not so much about doing a lot of the right things but about being willing to do simple
things while minimizing harm, persisting in muddling through, and learning along the
way. Thus, local knowledge acquisition through deep engagement, patience, and longterm commitment becomes a fundamental success factor. (p. 41)
Indigenous perspectives, peer mentorships, and community engagement initiatives are all
concepts that the Student Success Division will continue to explore and implement. Although I
am an external researcher to YukonU and will not be included in the implementation of these
recommendations, I am confident that the thorough engagement, passion, motivation, and
enhanced understanding within the Student Success Division will have a significant and positive
impact toward the implementation of these recommendations.
Implications for Future Inquiry
This action-oriented inquiry adhered to the timelines of the MAL thesis program, which
limited my ability to create, conduct, and implement all cycles of a full action-oriented research
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study. Likewise, as an external student researcher, I was limited in my ability to champion the
findings and continue this research and its associated outputs beyond the official end of this
project. Several topics have been identified that would be of benefit for greater exploration or
supplemental in future leadership prospects. Engagement of additional YukonU stakeholders
such as upper leadership, leadership curriculum department heads, or rural campus leads;
insights from students who do not have interest in leadership development; or Indigenous
student-specific perspectives are all areas that could provide rich insights, build upon existing
work from the project, and ultimately enhance the student leadership experience at YukonU.
It is relevant to conclude the future implications section by discussing the immense
individual, societal, and global changes that occurred over the duration of this study. The
COVID-19 pandemic has illuminated the level of innovation, productivity, and accessibility that
is now prevalent in society, which will have implications on future inquiries toward emerging
leaders. An unprecedented level of controversy, change, and uncertainty has challenged leaders
toward the greater need to have strength to face adversity, be adept to change, and be
comfortable with the unknown. Therefore, future inquiries must not only address newfound ways
of leading in today’s society, but perhaps the evolving nature of leadership competencies and to
the degree that a leader must now undertake to be successful in today’s society. YukonU and the
Student Success Division have strong convictions, a clear vision and values, as well as an
innovative yet open mindset toward enhancing leadership competencies. I have no doubt that this
organization and division will cultivate successful and strong leaders that will benefit individual,
societal, and global contexts.
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Thesis Summary
This action inquiry research project aimed to answer the following question: How might
the Student Success Division enhance the development of leadership competencies for Yukon
University Students? In partnership with the overarching and holistic Student Success Division,
this project embodied an Indigenous methodology framed with an appreciative stance, utilizing
an online survey and sharing circle to collect leadership narratives from students and alumni of
YukonU. These narratives surfaced several key findings: safe spaces, empowerment, connection
and team mindset, and hands-on experiences. Grounded in these findings, I put forward an
emerging leadership competency framework, which proposed a way to conceptualize and
contextualize the main thesis question. Lastly, I presented four conclusions derived from the data
gathered as well as the literature reviewed, which ultimately led to the final four
recommendations.
Members of the Student Success Division were thoroughly engaged throughout the
project, including in the development of recommendations moving forward. In Chapter 5, I put
forward four recommendations that may serve as a catalyst to initiating a student leadership
program within the Student Success Division. These recommendations pertained to selfawareness and critical reflection activities, staff training on leadership development, the need for
experiential learning experiences, and also a student leadership competency framework. I then
considered the implications for electing to gradually implement or not implement the proposed
recommendations as well as future implications of this inquiry.
In conclusion, the preface of this MAL thesis study was to create positive change for a
real-world organization. In partnership with the Student Success Division at YukonU, this
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student leadership project took the first steps toward promoting an innovative and sustainable
leadership program within the individual (students, alumni, and me as the researcher),
organizational (Student Success Division and YukonU), and societal levels (potential workplaces
that students become a part of). Similarly, the action research approach applied in this project
intertwined well with what it means to be a leader, as “aims in action inquiry are to increase
one’s own and others’ capacity to appreciate and cultivate transformation, integrity, mutuality,
justice, and sustainability for ourselves, for our groups, and for our institutions” (Torbert &
Taylor, 2008, p. 3). Thus, embodying an action inquiry approach to this thesis not only led to a
successful output but deepened the very concepts of what it means to lead. As Wilson (2008)
stated, “Knowledge in itself is not seen as the ultimate goal, rather the goal is the change that this
knowledge may help bring about” (p. 6). Conceptualizing and contextualizing leadership
amongst participants, staff, and project partners allowed for a more nuanced understanding of
what a successful leadership program for the Student Success Division may look like and, more
importantly, started the journey toward one.
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Note. ABE = Adult Basic Education; LAC = Learning Assistance Centre; SSD = Student
Success Division.
From YC Organization Chart (p. 8), by Yukon University, 2021
(https://www.yukonu.ca/sites/default/files/inline-files/YukonU-org-chart-May-14-2021.pdf).
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Appendix B: Survey Preamble and Questions
My name is Shellby Fulton and this research project is part of the requirement for my Master of
Arts in Leadership degree at Royal Roads University in Victoria, BC. You can confirm my
registration by contacting the Program Head, Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta at [email address].
This research project is in partnership with the Yukon University (YukonU) Student Success
Division, located on the traditional territory of the Kwanlin Dün First Nation and the Ta’an
Kwäch’än Council.
Study Purpose:
The purpose of this research project is to explore how we may enhance leadership competencies
amongst YukonU students through the Student Success Division. This project will consist of 2
data collection methods:
•

An online survey aimed at introducing key concepts of leadership while obtaining
current perspectives on what leadership is.

•

An in-person sharing circle with other participants. This group dialogue is aimed at
delving further into what successful leadership looks like and what may help students
better transition to a leadership role beyond the university setting.

Participation and Information Collected:
The information collected from both of these methods will help guide my academic thesis and
associated recommendations for the Student Success Division. This research project is
completely voluntary and you can choose to take part in one or both methods.
Part 1: Survey - The survey can be completed by clicking on the link below and will take
approximately 10 minutes. Note: we will only accept survey responses until March 20,
2022.
Part 2: Sharing Circle - If you are interested in participating in the sharing circle, you
must contact me for more information. My contact information will be provided at the
end of the survey. Please note: this method will be limited to the first 20 participants that
consent
Benefits and Risks:
This study aims to enhance student leadership competencies at the individual, organizational, and
societal levels. It aims to cultivate safe spaces for leadership dialogue within students, alumni,
and staff at YukonU. There are no overt risks to this study and will maintain minimal risk status.
The data collected will not be used to influence your personal studies at YukonU. By consenting,
you will not waive any rights to legal recourse in the event of research-related harm.
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Team Members Involved:
Aside from the researcher and supervisor, a team will be compiled to support the researcher with
this study. This team will encompass members that are both internal and external to the Student
Success Division. They will serve as a support team in piloting questions, and reviewing
recommendations after the data has been themed and coded. Inquiry team members will not be
privy to raw data or confidential information that identifies participants.
Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest:
I have no real or perceived conflicts of interests to disclose and present this information here so
that you can make a fully informed decision on whether or not to participate in this study.
Data Security and Confidentiality:
All information collected in this survey will be anonymous and maintained in confidence.
Electronic data (such as transcripts or audio files) will be stored on my password protected home
computer. All documentation will be kept strictly confidential. Upon completion of the project,
all raw data will be destroyed.
The tool used for this online survey is Google Forms, which has its servers in the USA. Your
anonymous survey data may be subject to seizure by the US government under the USA Patriot
Act. While the likelihood of this happening is very small, I am required to advise you of this
potential risk.
Sharing Results:
In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a
Master of Arts in Leadership Degree, I will also be sharing my research findings with Student
Success Division to inform the Yukon University student programming moving forward.
Research participants will not receive a copy of this report. My academic thesis may be used in
future knowledge products such as presentations or articles associated with enhancing student
leadership.
Consenting to the Survey:
I confirm that I have read the information above that provides details of the research (your
clicking on the link to advance to the survey questions indicates your consent to participate in the
online survey)
•

You may withdraw at any time up to the point where you have completed the survey
and pressed the “save” link. You may withdraw by simply closing the browser
window and not saving your data. As we are not saving computer data, there will be
no way to either identify your particular contribution nor remove your completed
survey data once you press the final “save” link.
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Survey Demographic Questions
1. Are you a YukonU (Yukon College):
a. Student
b. Alumnus
2. Are you (or were you) at student attending the:
a. Ayamdigut campus (Whitehorse)
b. Rural Yukon campuses
Survey Data Collection Questions
1. What ways did you demonstrate leadership prior to entering university?
2. On a scale from 1-10, how confident are you in your leadership abilities? 1 being not
confident at all, and 10 being extremely confident.
3. How do you believe people can learn leadership skills?
4. On a scale from 1-10, how motivated do you feel towards enhancing your leadership
abilities? 1 being not motivated at all, and 10 being extremely motivated.
5. Core values are the foundational beliefs that an individual operates from. It is often
stated that one cannot effectively lead until they are aware of their core values. Take a
minute to reflect. What are 3-5 of your core values? You may choose to refer to this
website to help guide you in this process: https://brenebrown.com/resources/dare-tolead-list-of-values/
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Appendix C: Sharing Circle Questions
1. Describe a time when you witnessed or were a part of good leadership.
a. What made it “good” to you?
b. From your perspective, what skills were involved that made this successful leadership?
2. Accountability, integrity, and honesty were identified as the top core values of participants in
the survey. How do these align with your understanding of successful leadership?
3. The survey showed that overall students felt motivated towards enhancing their leadership
abilities, but the alumni felt slightly less motivated in comparison. What would keep you
motivated towards being a leader as a student and after you graduate?
4. What leadership opportunities at YukonU have been helpful for you?
a. What leadership opportunities might be helpful in transitioning from the student
environment to a workplace environment?
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Appendix E: Research Study Sharing Circle: Information Letter & Consent Form
This research project is part of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership degree at
Royal Roads University. You can confirm my registration by contacting the Program Head, Dr.
Niels Agger-Gupta at [email address].
Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization
The purpose of my research project is to explore how we may enhance student leadership
competencies through the Student Success Division at Yukon University.
Your participation and how information will be collected and used
This project consists of two parts: an anonymous online survey, and the involvement of a sharing
circle with other participants. Participants can choose to take part in one or both parts. These data
collection methods will be used to collect opinions, perspectives, ideas, and recommendations
from participants, which will help guide the recommendations for the Student Success Division
and my academic thesis at RRU. While a sharing circle can mean that no information from the
circle will be shared outside the circle, in this case it is being used as a data collection tool. No
names will be used in the thesis but anonymized themes that emerge from the circle will be used.
Part One: Online Survey
Accessible to participate from March 8, 2022 to March 20, 2022.
Part Two: Sharing Circle
The sharing circle will be conducted at Yukon University in an outdoor setting and will last
approximately 1-2 hours. Please ensure to come appropriately dressed for winter. For those who
cannot attend the in-person sharing circle, a Zoom session will be facilitated.
Due to the nature of this method, it will only be available on a first come first serve basis to
the first 20 participants that consent. All consent forms must be received by March 21,
2022 in order to participate in the study.
The anticipated questions for the sharing circle may include:
1. Describe a time when you witnessed or were a part of good leadership.
2. ‘X Y Z’ were identified as top core values in the survey. How do these align with
your understanding of successful leadership?
3. What would motivate or inspire you to take on a leadership role?
4. What leadership opportunities might be helpful in transitioning from the student
environment to a workplace environment?
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Benefits and risks to participation
This study aims to enhance student leadership skills at the individual, organizational, and societal
levels. It aims to cultivate safe spaces for leadership dialogue within students, alumni, and the
Student Success Division. There are no overt risks to this study and will maintain minimal risk
status. The data collected will not be used to influence your personal studies at YukonU. By
consenting, you will not waive any rights to legal recourse in the event of research-related harm.
Due the nature of the sharing circle data collection and the potential for vulnerable conversations
that may arise, participants are encouraged to reach out to the following resources should they
endure emotional distress: https://www.yukonu.ca/student-life/health-wellness/personalcounselling-services
Inquiry team
Aside from the researcher and supervisor, an inquiry team has been compiled to support the
researcher with this study. This team encompasses members that are both internal and external to
the Student Success Division. They serve as a support team in piloting questions, and reviewing
recommendations after the data has been themed and coded. Inquiry team members will not be
privy to raw data or confidential information that identifies participants.
Real or perceived conflict of interest
I have no real or perceived conflicts of interests to disclose and present this information here so
that you can make a fully informed decision on whether or not to participate in this study.
Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period
All information I collect will be maintained in confidence. Electronic data (such as transcripts or
audio files) will be stored on my password protected home computer. Information will be audio
recorded and, where appropriate, summarized, in anonymous format, in the body of the final
report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual unless specific
agreement has been obtained beforehand. All documentation will be kept strictly confidential.
Data related to individuals who withdraw at any point, will have their data destroyed
immediately. Upon completion of the project, all raw data will be destroyed. Although I will
uphold anonymity, those who participate in the sharing circle will not be able to remain
anonymous to the researcher or other participants due to the nature of this method; please respect
the confidential nature of the research by not sharing names or identifying comments outside the
group.
Sharing results
In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a
Master of Arts in Leadership Degree, I will also be sharing my research findings with Student
Success Division to inform the Yukon University student programming moving forward.
Research participants will not receive a copy of this report. My academic thesis may be used in
future knowledge products such as presentations or articles associated with enhancing student
leadership.
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Procedure for withdrawing from the study
Participants can withdraw from the study at any point before, during, or after the study. To
withdraw from the study, you will contact the student researcher, Shellby Fulton. Please note, if
you choose to withdraw after the survey has been completed, your information will not be able to
be deleted; this is because the survey is sent in anonymous and there is no way of identifying
which information is directly related to you. If you choose to withdraw after the sharing circle
data collection has occurred, it may not be possible to identify and remove all of your comments.
These comments will remain confidential and anonymized.
By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information
letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed
consent to participate in the sharing circle portion of the project and have data I contribute used
in the final report and any other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations,
newsletters, etc.). By consenting to this research you, as the research participant, also
acknowledge that the research may be carried out in-person. In doing so, you are consenting to
the requirements of the Yukon COVID-19 pandemic restrictions: https://yukon.ca/en/health-andwellness/covid-19-information/latest-updates-covid-19/current-covid-19-situation which may
include showing proof of vaccination.
I am a:

YukonU student

YukonU/Yukon College alumnus

I consent to participating in the sharing circle and am aware of the mental wellbeing
resources that are available to me
I consent to the recording of the sharing circle
I consent to the COVID-19 pandemic requirements (or will attend the Zoom
session)
I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me through the sharing circles be
included in this study, provided that my identity is not disclosed
I commit to respect the confidential nature of the sharing circle by not sharing
identifying information about the other participants

___________________
Name (Please Print)

______________________
Signature

___________________
Date

If you have any questions about this inquiry, please contact: Shellby Fulton, [email address]
Please keep a copy of this letter for your records.
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Appendix F: Inquiry Team Letter of Agreement
In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at Royal
Roads University, Shellby Fulton will be conducting an inquiry study at Yukon University to
address how the Student Success Division can enhance student leadership. You can confirm the
student’s registration at Royal Roads University by contacting the Program Head, Dr. Niels
Agger-Gupta at [email address].
Inquiry Team Member Role Description
An Inquiry Team member in this leadership project supports Shellby during the research inquiry.
These members are in volunteer positions but are willing to provide insight and advice, and also
assist with various duties towards the project. Under the direction of the researcher, your role
may include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of
questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods,
including observing, assisting, or facilitating the learning activity, taking notes, reviewing
analysis of data, and/or reviewing associated knowledge products to assist the recommendations.
The time commitments will vary based on various stages of the project (i.e. before and after the
data is collected) however you can anticipate to meet approximately twice a month, for 1-3
hrs.
Confidentiality of Inquiry Data
In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this inquiry
project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information
generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the
functions of this project and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to
receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is
covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information,
personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying
information.
Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, disclosed,
retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Shellby, under direction of the Royal Roads
Academic Supervisor.
Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to share about
the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with Shellby, the
Student.
Statement of Informed Consent:
I have read and understand this agreement.
________________________
Name (Please Print)

_________________________
Signature

_____________
Date
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Appendix G: World Café Presentation

Respectfully acknowledging we are on the traditional territory of the Kwanlin Dün First Nation
and the Ta'an Kwäch’än Council
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