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Foreword

LEADERSHIP EDUCATION  
AND THE PUBLIC MISSION  
OF HIGHER EDUCATION
Derek W. M. Barker and Alex Lovit

This year, Kettering’s publications are focusing on the relationship between the 
public and the government, a fundamental component of any healthy democ-
racy. Ideally, the public and the government would work with one another, each 
performing the tasks for which it is best suited. However, in a climate of intense 
partisanship and polarization, citizens distrust experts and elected officials alike. 
Public confidence in government appears to be suffering a long-term decline, 
coinciding with increased polarization in our public discourse and gridlock  
in Washington. Public distrust is not a phenomenon limited to government; 
public confidence has declined across a range of business, media, and profes-
sional institutions. 

If higher education is to have a democratic mission, it must somehow 
address this crisis of institutional legitimacy—for government, professions, and 
for itself. Colleges and universities have long positioned themselves as incubators 
for future leaders. If higher education is to somehow serve democracy beyond 
the production of academic knowledge, the education of the next generation 
of civic leaders likely holds the key. As the well-known manager Peter Drucker 
has argued, we live in a “knowledge society” in which specialized skills are increas-
ingly in demand across the public and private sectors.1 Higher education plays 
an important role in determining how a variety of institutions and professions 
understand the roles, responsibilities, and practices of effective leadership. This 
leadership education function could be the key to colleges and universities  
reclaiming their identities as institutions with public purposes.

 Moreover, this leadership education role is one of the few remaining public 
functions of higher education. Higher education seems to be experiencing a 
declining sense of its public purposes, due largely to pressures to emphasize 
career preparation and economic benefits but also in part to the political climate 
of heightened disagreement and polarization. Lacking agreement on the com-
mon good in general, it is no surprise that the public appears unable to agree 
on the public purposes of higher education. This phenomenon of declining 
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public confidence in institutions is a crisis for colleges and universities. Higher 
education institutions, like the professional institutions that tend to hire their 
graduates, are increasingly seen in cynical terms as self-interested and lacking in 
public purpose. However, no one can deny that higher education plays a critical 
role in shaping (or not shaping) the civic skills and habits of the next generation 
of professionals. If higher education could somehow, in a visible way, demonstrate 
that these future professionals understand themselves as public leaders, perhaps 
it could enhance its own standing while simultaneously serving our democracy.

Fortunately, higher education institutions often speak of leadership as a 
core goal of higher education, and many even have specific leadership schools 
and programs. How it understands leadership, however, is less clear. Does 
leadership in higher education mean the education of a narrow elite, the  
so-called best and the brightest? Or might it mean a distributed model of 
“leaderfulness,” the capacities of numerous citizens to inspire one another?2  
Does higher education affirm common conceptions of mobilization politics, 
organizing like-minded groups to action against their enemies? Or might it 
mean motivating disparate groups to work together, despite and across their 
differences? Different understandings of leadership could produce different, 
even contradictory, outcomes. 

Influenced in part by the service-learning movement, many approaches 
to leadership are premised on the usual notion of impartial experts who serve 
the common good. However, in a climate of division in which experts are dis-
trusted and the common good is in question, such approaches could simply 
reproduce the current dynamic. What kind of leaders are needed to not only 
serve the common good but help bridge divides and recreate a sense of citizens’ 
common interests? This issue of HEX brings together research on different  
approaches to leadership education that go beyond the conventional service- 
learning model. What other democratic skills and capacities are being taught? 
What are their implications for the future of our democracy? 

Ralph Nader is, of course, famous for his political organizing and con-
sumer protection advocacy, but his work on college campuses has been among 
his most lasting impacts. Recognizing the importance of educating young 
people as civic leaders, Nader founded the Public Interest Research Group 
(PIRG) national network to organize students for effective political advocacy. 
Drawing on an in-depth interview, Maura Casey tells the story of the PIRG 
network, highlighting Nader’s convictions that young citizens are capable of 
becoming active civic leaders and educational institutions should seek to con-
nect the skills they teach to issues of public concern.
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As mentioned above, if young people are critical to the future of our  
democracy, then so, too, is how higher education institutions define and 
teach leadership. This task has historically been of central concern to Student 
Affairs, with its role of educating the “whole person,” beyond just academics. 
However, as Matthew Johnson argues, contemporary efforts have produced 
mixed results, first, by neglecting group and societal leadership skills at the 
expense of individual actions, and second, by neglecting to engage students  
in conversations about and across differences. 

Higher education is beginning to take steps to address those neglected 
areas. Leadership for collective action is at the heart of Public Achievement, a 
youth civic engagement initiative in which groups of K-12 students, coached 
by college students, engage in public work projects they have chosen. Cofounder 
Dennis Donovan describes Public Achievement as a form of leadership educa-
tion in an interview with fellow cofounder Harry Boyte. 

Similarly, Mark Wilson reflects on Auburn University’s Living Democracy 
experiment in which students simultaneously reside in communities and par-
ticipate in their civic lives. Wilson’s article includes reflections of recent graduates 
of the Living Democracy program on the leadership education they received, 
along with an excerpt from a previous study focusing on their interactions 
with local government. 

Public deliberation teaches the skills of understanding public issues, listen-
ing to diverse perspectives, and expressing one’s own views—crucial leadership 
competencies in a time of heightened divisions. William Muse and Carol  
Farquhar Nugent discuss their recent efforts to offer courses in public delibera-
tion to a nontraditional college audience: retirement-aged students. Public  
deliberation represents not only an alternative to adversarial politics but also an 
opportunity for these citizens to renew their roles as community civic leaders.

Dialogue offers complementary experiences for emerging civic leaders, 
especially in circumstances of cultural conflict and misunderstanding. Michaela 
Grenier describes the use of a process called Sustained Dialogue in leadership 
education. Based upon a model originally intended for relationship building in 
international conflicts, these ideas were subsequently adapted for use in cam-
pus conflicts, with strong results reported in helping students in negotiating 
public concerns with other citizens.

In an interview with Keith Melville, Katrina Rogers discusses a recently 
published book inspired by exchanges held by the Kettering Foundation. Rogers 
emphasizes the important role that American colleges and universities play in 
supporting democracy and in educating students for citizenship. Most of the 
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contributors to that volume are, like Rogers, college presidents or in some 
other position of leadership in higher education and seek to use their influ-
ence to promote the next generation of civic leaders.

Finally, the Afterword by David Mathews asks whether teaching the 
leadership skills discussed in this volume of HEX might contribute to a stronger 
democracy in which government works with an active citizenry, as opposed to 
educating students as voters or consumers of services provided by institutions. 
Such a democracy runs counter to familiar models of politics, underscoring 
the importance of approaches to leadership education that are as nuanced as 
they are transformative. Higher education could play a valuable role in our 
democracy with innovation in this area, and, in so doing, make the best case 
for themselves as institutions with a public mission.

x

NOTES
  1 Peter F. Drucker, “The Age of Social Transformation,” Atlantic Monthly 274, no. 5  

(November 1994): 53-80.
  2 David Mathews, Leaders or Leaderfulness? Lessons from High-Achieving Communities 

(Dayton, OH: Kettering Foundation Press, 2016).
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