
RESEARCH ARTICLE

Advancing Effective Leaders: An Example of the Management 

Education at the US Coast Guard Academy

Alina M. Zapalska, Mike McCarty, Kimberly C. Young-McLear, and Tyler Kelley

Department of Management, U.S. Coast Guard Academy New London, CT 06320 USA 

Abstract

Effective leaders are essential to the success of their organizations.  As organizations 

require leaders who are professionally ready, business academic programs are 

responsible for educating their students to be able to effectively lead across cultural, 

religious, political, and organizational boundaries.  This paper presents an academic 

strategy for leadership development that was advanced by the Department of 

Management at the United States Coast Guard Academy.  According to the program’s 

goals, students are expected to discover and master their own leadership style as well as to 

advance businesses competencies, critical thinking, and communication skills.  The 

strategy of professional development must be advanced over four years of undergraduate 

study in order to produce leaders who will effectively fulfill the mission of their own 

organization.
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Introduction
Today, successful organizations recognize the importance of effective leadership.  As the 

world has been changing fast, the behavioral characteristics of leaders in organizations must 

respond to those changes.  In order to address this, academic programs have been focusing 

on creating educational programs that prepare future leaders who are able to solve social, 

political, economic, and environmental problems (Uhl-Bien, 2007).  Addressing challenges of 

terrorism, climate change, and societal injustice presents enormous tasks today. Maellaro 

(Maellaro, 2013) argues that academic institutions respond to these challenges by developing 

educational programs that produce responsible citizens and effective leaders. 

Leadership education has been a goal of academic programs for many years and many 

approaches have been proposed to produce fairly effective educational models for 

developing leaders of the 21st century (Sowcik and Allen, 2013).  The leadership education 

must be revised over time to adequately prepare leaders for an increasingly challenging 

environment and to develop leaders who demonstrate effective strategies in their actions in 

order to obtain the best performance of their organizations within specific cultural, social, 

political, and economic situations (Maellaro, 2013).  

This paper presents an educational leadership development approach that has been 

advanced at the U.S. Coast Guard Academy (USCGA).  The process of leadership skills 

development at USCGA has been attained through both the curricular and extra-curricular 

programs with an emphasis on self-leadership, business competencies, communication, 

critical thinking, and information literacy (IL) skills advancement.  These five leadership skills 

demonstrate competencies that effective CG leaders must acquire in order to successfully 

lead and execute CG missions.



Literature Review
Researchers have discussed the importance of leadership strategies in bringing innovation 

and organizational effectiveness to business organizations (Kaiser et al., 2008).  Effective 

leaders are those individuals who can deliver desired changes in cultural climate, organizational 

structure, and governance process within their organizations (Tarabishy et al., 2005).  

Organizations need leaders who are innovative and able to embrace changes and uncertainty in 

an increasingly challenging environment (Northouse, 2007).  Successful leaders provide clear 

direction, vision, drive, and motivation for their organizations and enhance organizational 

performance by increasing employees’ satisfaction and improving employees’ motivation 

(Papalexandris and Galanaki, 2009). Kouzes and Posner argue that leadership works when 

values are understood and aligned with actions, and true leaders take actions to create the world 

they desire to live in and influence their followers to operate a like (Kouzes and Posner, 2011). 

An approach to the leadership education consists of the examination of leader and follower 

requirements and characteristics as well as an analysis of strategies on how to develop various 

skills so that leaders will effectively communicate, engage, build trust, influence, and understand 

people and their motivations while leading their organizations (Thayer, 1988). Manz and Smith 

contend that individuals should be trained in self-leadership so they can lead themselves first 

before they start leading others within their organizations (Manz and Smith, 2001). Leadership is 

the “process of influencing the activities of an organizational group in the efforts toward goal 

setting and achievement” (Stogdill and Bass, 1981, p. 9.), while the term self-leadership is 

defined as “a process of influencing oneself to achieve the self-direction and self-motivation 

necessary to behave and perform in desirable ways” (Houghton and Neck, 2002, p.1).  

Academic institutions’ integration of leadership theory with real-world practices has gained a 

fundamental role in formatting the excellence of self-leadership (Prussia et al., 1998) and 

leadership education (Maellaro, 2013).  Neck (1996) indicates that self-leadership is critical to 

organizational effectiveness as efficient self-leaders are more dynamic and better prepared to 

bring organizational change that increases productivity and fosters technological innovation.  

The authors argue that self-leadership education must be based on the advancement of 

professional competencies, communication, critical thinking, and leadership growth where the 

personal integration of theory is mixed with practice and real-life experiences and training 

(Brown and Posner, 2001).  

Military organizations’ leadership models and instructional programs train and prepare leaders 

from the entry level to the flag officer rank who are trained to effectively lead their organizations 

(Taylor and Rosenbach, 2005).  Their leadership skills are built upon organizational values, 

principles and ideologies that create justice, equity, respect, integrity, stability, and community 

within their organizations(Kaiser et al., 2008).

This paper builds on this research to argue that the development of leadership by itself does 

not lead to effective advancement of leadership skills.  It is essential to establish a program that 

embraces the development of strong and organization-based self-leadership skills that are 

based on five learning objectives: leadership, communication, business competences, critical 

thinking, and information literacy skills.  The strategy of leadership development advanced by 

the USCGA’s Management Department represents a model that can be adopted by other 

undergraduate programs that plan to produce effective leaders of the 21st century.

Background on the USCGA and Leadership Educational 

Strategy at the USCGA
The USCGA is a public institution aimed at providing an undergraduate education, and 

physical and military training to the cadets who will serve as leaders in the United States Coast 

Guard (USCG). The Academy’s mission is to: educate, train, and develop leaders of character 

who are ethically, morally, intellectually, and professionally prepared to serve their country and 

humanity.  In order to meet these goals, the Academy’s holistic education delivers academic, 

physical fitness, ethical, character and leadership development programs.  As military 

professionals, the USCGA cadets are expected to be responsible for their own behavior, hold 

others accountable, and to display devotion to the mission of the USCG and the Department of 

Homeland Security.  
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Table 1. The USCG Academy and Management Department Learning Goals

Source: Developed by Department of Management, USCGA.

The Academy’s academic program offers Bachelor of Science degrees in eight majors that 

include: Civil Engineering, Electrical Engineering, Mechanical Engineering, Naval Architecture 

and Marine Engineering, Government, Management, Operations Research and Computer 

Analysis, and Marine and Environmental Science.  The Academy delivers undergraduate 

academic course work that is supported through required courses within humanities, science, 

engineering, mathematics, maritime studies, organizational behavior, management, and law.  

The Department of Management at the USCGA delivers an undergraduate education in 

management where Management majors are expected to develop and master business 

competencies, communication, self-leadership, critical thinking, and information literacy skills.  

These skills, as illustrated in Table 1, are closely related to the shared learning outcomes across 

all majors at the USCGA. 

Leadership Competencies

The leadership competencies, that USCGA cadets are required to develop, are presented in 

Figure 1. Leadership development is divided into four categories: leading self, leading others, 

leading performance and change, and leading the Coast Guard.  These four categories consist 

of several competencies, including team building, communications, accountability, conflict 

management, and technical proficiency, which cadets must develop over four years at USCGA.  

With each progressive year, cadets shift their focus to the next set of competencies, while still 

sharpening their skills in the previous categories.  To achieve these competencies, the USCGA 

approach uses three groups of activities or basic components: academics, non-academics 

(includes military and athletics), and professional practice (community and service learning, 

cadet organizations, and clubs) as presented in Figure 2.
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Figure 1. USCGA’s Leadership Development Framework

Source: Commandant Instruction COMDTINST M5351.3, Leadership Development Framework, 

USCG, 2006. 

During freshman year, cadets are expected to develop competences in the leading self 

category. Through a self-discovery process, cadets study strengths and weaknesses of political, 

historical, military, and entrepreneurial role-models.  For example, during their freshman year 

cadets are required to take English Composition and Speech, and Writing about Literature, and 

Leaders in US History. In Leaders in US History, cadets study the most important developments 

in US History through the role of key leaders and are exposed to models of effective and 

ineffective leadership practices. The two English courses develop information literacy, critical 

thinking, and communication skills that are reinforced throughout the remaining Management 

curriculum. CGA cadets also take a wide variety of courses outside of their specific major to 

widen their perspective, encourage self-criticism and discovery, and develop CG professional 

skills.

Figure 2. Advancement of Leadership Skills at the USCGA.

Source: Developed by authors.

During the sophomore year, cadets take Leadership and Organizational Behavior and 

American Government.  In the Leadership and Organizational Behavior course cadets study 

leadership and management concepts and focus on development of moral values, leadership 

and personality characteristics, self-awareness, working in teams, motivation, and setting a 

vision with particular emphasis on practical leadership implications.  In American Government, 

they study the relationship between the local, state, and federal government agencies and focus 

on leading self but leading others through understanding of the political process, the creation of 

public policy, and the framework of the U.S. democracy.  

As juniors taking Morals and Ethics, they examine philosophical models and evaluate actions 
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that can be measured as right or wrong in order to develop their own moral standards that 

support the CG mission.  By analyzing ethical and moral standards, cadets are expected to gain 

a foundation in how to lead the Coast Guard.  In Criminal Justice and Maritime Law Enforcement 

cadets study the U.S. civilian and military criminal justice system and the legal issues associated 

with the Coast Guard’s law enforcement mission in the maritime environment.  They also take 

courses in information systems which provide training in managing information systems and 

cyber security. In their senior year, cadets complete senior research projects while applying and 

strengthening their business competencies, communication, self-leadership, critical thinking, 

and information literacy skills.

The cadets’ involvement in the residential life at the USCGA contributes to their self-leadership 

and leading others development. By living together and professionally interacting with academic 

faculty, military staff, and athletic coaches outside the classroom, cadets practice their first 

leading self and leading others skills. By being involved in athletic competition, student 

organizations, and clubs, they practice and develop self-leadership skills outside the academic 

classroom and military training.  Only upper class cadets practice leadership skills by becoming 

leaders of their self-governed organizations and sport or activity clubs.  During summer training, 

cadets apply self-leadership skills in the operational Coast Guard or at the USCGA while 

preparing and training incoming cadets.  

Communication Effectiveness Competencies

Communication effectiveness relates to the communication of ideas through effective 

speaking and writing, and persuasive informative presentations.  Writing, presentation, and 

speaking ability is assessed at least once annually through an in-class paper and presentation.  

These papers and presentations are assessed using a common speech rubric across the 

Management plan of study. This common rubric facilitates the holistic assessment of the cadet’s 

development over four years, as well as a programmatic assessment of the curriculum.  

The primary mechanism for this assessment is the Class of 1959 Writing and Speaking 

Contest.  Occurring annually, cadets are assessed in both their speaking and writing in each of 

their four years at the Academy. Specific courses have been designated to conduct this 

assessment: as a fourth class, it occurs in their English Composition and Speech course. as a 

third class in their Organizational Behavior and Leadership course, as a second class in their 

Leadership and Organizational Development course, and as a first class in their senior capstone 

course. Looking closer at the assessment, the rubric is comprised of separate writing and 

speaking components. 

The writing component categorizes cadets as developing, competent, or exemplary in the 

following three objectives: (1) communicate clearly, precisely, and in a well-organized manner; 

(2) demonstrate a large and varied vocabulary; and (3) organization.  The speaking component 

also categorizes cadets as developing, competent, or exemplary in the following seven 

components: (1) demonstrate a large and varied vocabulary; (2) recognize and use a variety of 

communication forms and styles; (3) use computer technologies for communication; (4) 

demonstrate organization; (5) use mechanics; (6) relate to the audience; and (7) contribute as a 

team member (for group presentations).

Each instructor in the Department of Management uses this seven-category rubric to assess a 

cadet’s ability to effectively communicate via so called the Class of 1959 Assignment.  In addition 

to using it just for the assignment, the entire department meets at the end of each semester to 

conduct a holistic review and assessment of cadets’ academic performance within the 

department.  Part of this holistic review involves looking at the assessment rubrics and either 

validating them or adding amplifying information to them through cadets’ performance in other 

courses or from interactions with academic advisors, coaches, and mentors. 

Revisiting the assessment rubrics fosters a great discussion on the cadets’ development to 

categorize their accomplishments. If cadets are “developing,” the faculty members create 

additional courses of action to get them to a baseline level of competent in effective 

communication.  Overall, by using a specific assignment in class to assess both writing and 

speaking effectiveness, then re-evaluating through a holistic review process, Management 

faculty  are extremely confident that by the time a Management major graduates from the Coast 

Guard Academy they are accurately assessed and affirmed of their ability to effectively 

communicate.
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Business Competences

The USCGA General Plan of Study for Management majors within its ongoing assurance of 

learning efforts is provided in Figure 3.  The Management Department Plan of Study advances 

professional competences in finance, accounting, economics, management, quantitative 

analysis, marketing, international issues, legal and social environment issues, and management 

of information systems.  Cadets develop the required business competencies in individual 

courses with an exception of international issues and quantitative analysis which are infused in a 

number of courses.  Overall, cadets are expected to demonstrate each of the business 

competencies in a global context while creating informed business solutions and conclusions 

from ambiguous case studies.

Figure 3. General Plan of Study for the USCGA Management Majors, Class 2019.

Source: Management Department, USCGA.

Finance and accounting competencies are developed in two full semester courses, Financial 

Accounting and Managerial Accounting. These two-semester sequence courses expose cadets 

to the accounting process as a system for exchanging financial information to both internal and 

external users. Cadets continue the application of basic cost accounting concepts to examine 

cost information in decision making including different costing systems, cost behavior, and 

variance analysis. 

Economics competence is achieved through courses in Principles of Macroeconomics and 

Principles of Microeconomics. Cadets develop basic understanding of aggregate economic 

activity, trade, and policy for economic stability and growth. Concepts are then reinforced by 

understanding basic analysis of economic decision making within a market economy. Cadets 

study supply and demand theory as well as public policy to improve market performance. They 

are also expected to understand how government policies and regulations can improve or distort 

economic efficiency in a market.

Management competence is developed in several courses including Introduction to Business, 

Organizational Behavior and Leadership, Strategy, Human Resource Management, and 

Strategy. Cadets learn about the history and development of management and business 

including the areas of planning, organizing, and control. Working with local business mentors in 

the community, cadets study and present entrepreneurial research projects combining basic 

business competencies. Using leadership as a focus, cadets examine the role of leadership and 

analyze the relationship between individuals and group dynamics within organizations to 

achieve management performance effectiveness.  Cadets continue to develop knowledge in 
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human resource management theory as it pertains to supervisors and workforce managers.  

Finally, cadets develop management competence as it pertains to the strategic development of 

policy in the private and public sectors, including an emphasis on environmental analysis and 

ethics.

Quantitative analysis is primarily developed in the Operations and Project Management 

course. In this course, cadets study operations and industrial applications to include 

maintenance and production scheduling, project planning and management. Cadets are 

expected to reinforce understanding of quantitative analysis through a lab where they 

demonstrate problem solving skills using manual computations as well as through computer-

based applications.  Quantitative analysis is also infused in Financial Accounting, Principles of 

Microeconomics, and Principles Macroeconomics.      

Cadets learn about marketing by examining strategic management including the marketing 

mix, market segmentation, product differentiation, demographics, advertising, promotion, and 

distribution. Given that USCGA is a military service academy, cadets must understand the role of 

marketing in governmental organizations. International issues are dispersed in nearly all of the 

management related courses, but there is a strong emphasis in Principles of Macroeconomics, 

Introduction to Business, and Operations and Project Management.  Cadets gain business 

competencies from a global to a domestic context. 

In Legal Environment of Business, cadets develop business competence in legal and social 

environment issues. Ethical and social responsibilities are inherent in business decision-

making; cadets apply this knowledge to case studies and projects. They must understand the 

principles of business law to include: sources of law, commercial transactions, torts, intellectual 

property, business entities, employment law and environmental law.

Given the rapid increase in technology and its usage within business platforms to 

communicate information, cadets develop competence in the management of information 

systems.  In the course, Management of Information Systems, cadets are prepared to lead in a 

technological environment by learning information management structures, information 

systems development, computing technology, and security.  This knowledge is applied in a lab in 

conjunction with the lectures.

Critical Thinking Ability

Critical thinking development is essential to the USCGA leadership program. In May 2007, the 

USCGA developed and implemented a working definition of critical thinking based on Bloom’s 

taxonomy (Bloom et al., 1971): “Critical Thinking Process is the activity of striving to improve the 

processes, attitudes, and skills people use while conceptualizing, interpreting, analyzing, 

applying, synthesizing, and evaluating information” as illustrated in Figure 4. 

Figure 4. Graphical Illustration of the USCGA Critical Thinking Process

Source: Developed by the USCGA Critical Thinking Committee, 2007.

The USCGA Critical Thinking Process is based on work of Anderson and Krathwohl and its 

characteristics are illustrated in Figure 5 (Anderson and Krathwohl, 2001). There are six stages 

used to develop and practice cadets’ critical thinking skills.  Each stage of the process is 

important to achieve effective instruction and learning. The model guides students’ work via six 

stages of the critical thinking process that include: Stage 1: Remembering; Stage 2: 

Understanding; Stage 3: Applying; Stage 4: Analyzing; Stage 5: Evaluating; and Stage 6: 

Creating. 
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Figure 5. The Critical Thinking Process and its Characteristics

Source: Anderson and Krathwohl (2001, pp. 67-68).  

The Academy, and in particular the Department of Management, assess critical thinking skill 

level using the Watson-Glaser Critical Thinking Appraisal (CTA) at the beginning of freshman 

year and then at the end of senior year. However, critical thinking development is measured and 

assessed in each course in order to monitor progression of cadets’ critical thinking development.  

During their freshman and sophomore years cadets master Stage 1: Remembering; Stage 2: 

Understanding; Stage 3: Applying; and Stage 4: Analyzing and in their junior and senior year, 

they are required to master Stage 5: Evaluating; and Stage 6: Creating. The performance in each 

course, depending on the stage of education, is evaluated and assessed based on the critical 

thinking process as illustrated in Figure 6.

Figure 6. The Critical Thinking Process at the USCGA

Source: Developed by Management Department, USCGA.

The Management Department believes that an important characteristic of successful learning 

for critical thinking development is that concepts and topics must relate to real problems and 

issues that draw upon cadets’ experiences and that the practical application of a concept must 

come before abstract conceptualization is realized.  The CGA faculty assigns projects that are 

based on students’ life experience and the purpose of each assignment is clearly thought out to 

avoid misinterpretation of the written instructions.  

Information Literacy Competencies

The USCGA recognizes that information literacy is a critical element to the success of the CG 

leaders and the Coast Guard as an organization within the global information society. The 

USCGA defines information literacy as “the ability to know when there is a need for information, 

to be able to identify, locate, evaluate and effectively use that information for the issue or problem  

at hand”  based on the National Forum on Information Literacy definition (http://infolit. 
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org/definitions/) and has established an information literacy model that is similar to Indiana 

University model. The model consists of six key components summarized in Figure 7 as: (1) IL 

Competencies; (2) Current Library Instruction; (3) IL Across the Curriculum; (4) Evidence of 

Students Learning; (5) Resources for Assessment; and (6) Beyond the Library and facilitates 

development and mastery of information literacy skills.

Figure 7. The USCGA IL Model

Source: Indiana University https://www.ulib.iupui.edu/research/infolit/niloa_1

The USCGA adopted the six-stage competency model for information literacy initiative that 

was developed by the American Library Association. As a result, the information literate cadet 

must: (1) Determine the extent of information needed; (2) Access the needed information 

effectively and efficiently; (3) Evaluate information and its sources critically; (4) Incorporate 

selected information into one’s knowledge base; (5) Use information effectively to accomplish a 

specific purpose; and (6) Understand the economic, legal, and social issues surrounding the use 

of information, and access and use information ethically and legally (Information Literacy 

Competency Standards for Higher Education, American Library Associat ion, 

http://www.ala.org). The Management Department IL strategy has been based on mapping IL 

skills over an entire program.  

Incorporating IL across the Management Department curricula requires the collaborative 

efforts of Management Department faculty, the USCGA librarians, and IT staff.  The USCGA 

librarians assist the Management Department faculty with the evaluation and selection of 

intellectual and information materials for programs; organize and maintain collections; and 

provide instruction to cadets.  Through lectures, research projects, and written assignments, 

Management Department faculty establish information literacy that is consciously structured 

from freshman to senior year. To help meet the goals for improving information literacy 

outcomes, the Management Department assesses information literacy in selected courses. The 

goal is to monitor the progress of all cadets during the academic year so that appropriate 

changes will be made to improve instruction; and identify at the beginning of the academic year 

those cadets who may need help because of inadequate information literacy skills that are likely 

to interfere with their ability to conduct information literacy projects. Once fully implemented, a 

model of information literacy will ensure that information literacy skills are mastered and all 

graduates are confident, creative, and proficient with information literacy skills.

Conclusions
The role of leadership has been vital to the development, growth, and success of both private 

sector and public organizations.  The goal of leadership education is to prepare students to 

effectively lead themselves and their organizations throughout their professional careers.  

Academic institutions must provide programs that produce leaders who help establish 

environments that are conducive to revitalization and open-minded organizational culture, 

innovations, and organizational diversity that in turn help organizations and communities remain 

competitive and effective.

The USCGA has created a leadership development curriculum and practices that can serve as 

a model for any undergraduate program interested in preparing students for their individual and 
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group leadership responsibilities in both the private and public sector.  The leadership education 

at the USCGA identifies important processes, skills, and opportunities that promote effective 

leadership development in all students.  The program is unique as it suggests methods and 

activities that can be taught in an undergraduate program within and outside the classroom.  The 

expectations of the curriculum in the Department of Management and the activities associated 

with them have been closely aligned with the CG vision that is in support of learning and 

development of leadership and managerial skills.  The Management curriculum and training 

practices are designed to promote awareness and development of leadership at all levels of the 

undergraduate program and beyond. 

The model leadership development program at the USCGA prescribes a specific set of 

learning goals and instructional activities, strategies, and resources that have been successful in 

shaping future leaders of the USCG.  The leadership educational strategy is unique and based 

on an approach to self-leadership development that consists of: developing knowledge of self 

and others; defining self-leadership; developing self-leadership skills and practices; and 

applying self-leadership through service that must be supplemented with the development of 

other learning goals that include: information literacy, communication skills, business 

competencies, and critical thinking skills.  The USCGA leadership model stresses the training of 

leaders who are ethically, intellectually, and professionally prepared to serve as officers in the 

USCG.  Aspects of this model can be adopted by other academic institutions as they strive 

towards preparing future leaders. 
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