
In this session, kids create their own definitions of 
leadership based on the words they brainstorm in 
small groups. This activity is useful for introducing 
leadership as a higher level concept than being 
“nice,” “popular,” or “a good athlete.”

Time: 30 minutes (with discussion)

Age: Grades K–6 

Group Size: No limit; kids work in groups of 
4–10

LEADERSHIP LEARNING CONCEPTS

•	 Leadership Basics

•	 Qualities of Leadership

SUPPORTING STANDARDS 
This activity supports content standards in  
ELA—Speaking and Listening, ELA—Language, 
and Social Studies (see pages 9–14 for details).

MATERIALS NEEDED

•	 markers

•	 chart paper

Activity
There are many definitions of leadership. People 
have different opinions about what leaders do, and 
how and why we think someone is a leader. If we 
think only of people in positions of power, such as 
teachers, coaches, police officers, and politicians, 
the majority of individuals will be overlooked for the 
ways they truly act as leaders in daily interactions.

For example, here’s the definition of leadership I 
often use with kids:

Leadership is doing the right thing, being honest, 
being humble, and making confident decisions, even 
in difficult situations where others may pressure you 
to act differently. Leadership also means treating 
others as you want to be treated. Good leaders help 
others along so their “team” (family/class/school) 
thrives and succeeds because they’re prepared for the 
challenges in each day.
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defining
Leadership



As the groups are brainstorming, circulate 
around the room to review their lists and make sure 
all group members are engaged and staying on task. 
Give them about five minutes.

Take the next 10 to 15 minutes to have each 
group present its list of leadership characteristics to 
the larger group. Ask for one or two volunteers to 
write all of the words on chart paper or a whiteboard 
as each group presents its list. The recorder can use 
hatch marks to identify duplicates. You may want to 
leave the chart paper visible to keep these leadership 
characteristics in mind during additional sessions. 
(If possible, following the session, create a commu-
nity list by typing all of the words onto a master list. 
Distribute copies of the list at the next session for 
kids to use for future reference.)

Talk About It
Using terms your students will understand, ask 
questions like the following to help explore the lead-
ership learning:

•	 Was it easy to come up with words to describe 
leadership? Or was it hard? Why?

•	 Do you think any ideas on your lists are negative 
descriptions of leadership or leaders? What are 
a few examples? Why do you think these words 
come to mind?

•	 What ideas did every group list? Why do you 
think these terms are so common?

•	 When you think of the people who are leaders 
in your life, which of the ideas on your list 
describe them?

•	 If you want people to think of you as a leader, 
how do you hope they would describe you?

•	 What ideas from your lists are unrealistic (or 
unfair) to expect in a leader? (For example: 
perfect, flawless, always right, or other 
characteristics that the groups shared.)

•	 In general, what do you expect of leaders? Do 
you think it’s realistic or fair to expect that? Why 
or why not? What do you think, feel, or do when 
leaders don’t live up to your expectations?

Use this definition for this activity, or one you 
develop on your own that is easy for kids in your 
group to understand. Write it on the board, display 
it on the interactive whiteboard, or print it on a large 
sheet of paper visible by everyone.

Have a group discussion about what it means to 
brainstorm. Ask kids to explain in their own words 
what brainstorming means, and remind them that 
in brainstorming, all ideas are accepted and writ-
ten down and no one comments either positively or 
negatively on any of the ideas. Then divide the kids 
into small groups.

Explain the activity like this:

In your small groups, brainstorm words or 
phrases (positive and negative) that come to mind 
when I say the word “leadership” or “leader.” 
Think about words that describe leaders and 
leadership. Can anyone give me an example?

Here are a few age-appropriate examples.
Kids in kindergarten through second grade 

might say a leader is someone who:

•	 gets along well with others

•	 doesn’t bully

•	 is polite

•	 respects others

•	 follows rules

•	 can tell you what he or she thinks

•	 stays on task

Kids in third through sixth grade might say a 
leader is someone who:

•	 stands up for others

•	 shows respect

•	 is trustworthy

•	 is dependable

•	 is motivated

•	 works hard

•	 withstands peer pressure

•	 has clear opinions
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