
Module #8: Leadership 
Defining oneself as a leader in the school starts early, 
and ninth graders need to understand this.  There are 
identifying characteristics of effective leaders that can 
be learned and developed – but it takes practice.  It is 
important for freshmen to be aware of the             
opportunities to practice and fine tune their leadership 
skills in high school. 

Enduring Understandings 
I. Effective leaders share common               

characteristics – characteristics that can be 
learned and developed. 

II. There are many opportunities in high school to 
gain leadership experience. 

Essential Questions 
I. What are the characteristics of effective 

leaders? (I) 
II. What strategies can be employed to build   

leadership skills? (I) 
III. What opportunities exist in our high school to 

gain leadership experience? (II) 

Lesson Objective(s) 
Students will understand the characteristics of effective 
leaders. 

LESSON 8.2 
The Helium Stick 

Lesson 7.10 Lesson 8.1 Lesson 8.2 Challenge 3.1 Challenge 3.2 

Directions: 

1. Prior to conducting this lesson, the faculty advisor and 
student leaders should review the “Qualities of     
Leadership” handout and be prepared to discuss them 
with students. 

2. Begin this lesson with the “helium stick” activity. (See 
directions below.) 

3. After the activity, distribute copies of the “Qualities of 
Leadership” handout. (Included below) 

4. Review and define each of the ten qualities mentioned 
in the reading. Don’t read it out loud to the students.  

5. Use the following questions as a guide for a           
discussion about the qualities:    

 Which of the leadership qualities did we have to use to 
solve the helium stick challenge? 

 What leadership qualities did it take to be successful 
as a group? 

 What creative solutions were suggested and how were 
they received? 

 What would an outside observer have seen as the 

leadership strengths and weaknesses of the group? 
 What leadership roles did people play? 
 What did each group member learn about him/her self 

as an individual and his/her leadership skills? 
 What other situations (e.g., at school, home or work) 

are like the Helium Stick? 
6. Conclude the lesson discussing how the leadership 

qualities discussed today fit with the list of characteris-
tics that was generated in class yesterday.  Be sure to 
stress that leadership is not “power”—it is “influence.”   
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This lesson continues building the foundation for an 
understanding of what leadership is really all about.  
This foundation is needed before we can begin to 
assess and refine our own skills in leadership. 
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   Bring the small groups back together for another large group discussion.  Reach consensus as a class on 
the “ranking” of leadership qualities.  Talk about some of the things leaders do to demonstrate these     
qualities.  Display the qualities somewhere in this classroom. 

 

Materials & Supplies 
 Copies of “Qualities of Leadership” Worksheet 
 “Helium Stick” (1/2” to 1” plastic pipe, 8-10 feet 

long) 
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Handout adapted from: 

MacGregor, Mariam.  Leadership 101: Developing Your Leadership Skills. Denver: Youthleadership.com. 2000 

© Freshman Focus; Curriculum 3.0; 2013 

 

 
 

      Qualities of Leadership 
 
 
 
 

Do individuals naturally possess the qualities of leadership?  The answer for most people is 
“no.”  And, even experienced leaders don’t always possess all the qualities of leadership.  Great 
leaders are always trying to become even better leaders . . . . And they do this by carefully 
watching the actions of other leaders, studying the characteristics of leadership, and 
deliberately practicing their skills to get better. 
 
Below are some common qualities that good leaders should possess: 
 

Face the Fight: 
Leaders don’t back down from what they believe is right.  Leaders believe in themselves and 
defend their values and standards.  Leaders use their energy and resources to face problems and 
come up with solutions to solve them. Leaders set the example for what is right and how to 
defend beliefs and values.   
 

See the Big Picture: 
Leaders see and understand the big picture.  They understand how small choices today may 
leave an impact tomorrow and beyond.  Leaders believe there is always a way to get better and 
never settle for the status quo.  Leaders push those around them to see the big picture too.  
They help others improve, expand their thinking, and use goals to drive their actions.  
 

Embrace Change: 
Leaders learn from the past and move on.  They embrace change because it means abandoning 
the status quo and getting better.  Leaders help other people embrace change as well – they 
make sure those around them understand the benefits of and need for change.  Sometimes 
leaders may not always agree with change – but they look for opportunities in the change and 
help others see these opportunities as well.     
 

Don’t Give Up: 
Leaders keep their sights on goals and never give up.  They recognize that struggles today will 
lead to benefits tomorrow.  Leaders recognize distractions and don’t let them get in the way of 
progress.  Leaders also help those around them avoid distractions and stay the course to 
making progress.   
 

Sense of Humor: 
Leaders can laugh at themselves.  Perhaps more importantly, leaders can make others laugh 
too.  When the stress gets too great, it’s important that the leader can lighten the mood and get 
everyone refocused on the real purpose of the task at hand.     
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Take the Risk: 
Leaders can’t be afraid of failure.  No one gets success all of the time, and leaders know that this 
is all right.  Leaders take risks because that’s the only way to get better and improve.  Leaders 
know how to make decisions and can defend these decisions.  They take initiative, are 
independent, and are not unduly influenced by others.  Leaders allow themselves and others to 
grow by making mistakes and not expecting unrealistic perfection. 
 

Positive Outlook: 
Leaders understand that we all have the power to create our own 
experiences.  Leaders approach every situation, event, problem, and task 
with a positive attitude.  They are optimistic and help those around them 
be optimistic too.  Leaders look for the good in others, celebrate these 
positive traits, and make others feel good.  It’s this positive outlook that 
encourages others to work hard, embrace change, and make a difference.   
 

Make Decisions: 
Failure to make a decision is a failure.  Indecision wastes time and money.  Leaders do their 
research, gather input and feedback, and make sound decisions.  If it turns out to be the right 
decision, leaders celebrate with those around them.  If it turns out to be the wrong decision, 
they take corrective action and move forward.   
 

Respect Power: 
Leaders have power.  They recognize this and use their power for good, not evil.  Leaders use 
their power not to dominate others; rather they use power to bring out the best in others.  
Leaders direct others when necessary and they are self-directed, taking responsibility for their 
actions.  Leaders know that power does not bring respect; respect is earned.   
 
 

Be Resilient: 
Leaders can get beat up (metaphorically, of course) at times.  But, they keep their focus and 
don’t deviate from the path that will get them success.  Leaders have resilience and refuse to be 
side tracked by criticism or opposition.  It is this commitment to getting the job done and 
moving the organization forward that draws people to follow and believe in leaders.   



The Helium Stick 

1. Line up in two rows which face each other. 
2. Introduce the Helium Stick- a long, thin, lightweight rod. 
3. Ask participants to point their index fingers and hold their arms out. 
4. Lay the Helium Stick down on their fingers.  Get the group to adjust their finger heights until the 

Helium Stick is horizontal and everyone's index fingers are touching the stick. 
5. Explain that the challenge is to lower the Helium Stick to the ground. 
6. The catch: Each person's fingers must be in contact with the Helium Stick at all times. Pinching or 

grabbing the pole in not allowed - it must rest on top of fingers. 
7. Reiterate to the group that if anyone's finger is caught not touching the Helium Stick, the task will 

be restarted. Let the task begin.... 
8. Warning: Particularly in the early stages, the Helium Stick has a habit of mysteriously 'floating' up 

rather than     coming down, causing much laughter. A bit of clever humoring can help - e.g., act 
surprised and ask what are they doing raising the Helium Stick instead of lowering it!  For added 
drama, jump up and pull it down! 

9. Participants may be confused initially about the paradoxical behavior of the Helium Stick. 
10. Some groups or individuals (most often larger size groups) after 5 to 10 minutes of trying may be 

inclined to give up, believing it not to be possible or that it is too hard. 
11. The facilitator can offer direct suggestions or suggest the group stops the task, discusses their 

strategy, and then has another go. 
12. Less often, a group may appear to be succeeding too fast.  In response, be particularly vigilant 

about fingers not touching the pole. Also make sure participants lower the pole all the way onto the 
ground.   

13. Eventually the group needs to calm down, concentrate, and very slowly, patiently lower the Helium 
Stick. 

14. How Does it Work?  The stick does not contain helium.  The secret is that the collective upwards 
pressure created by everyone's fingers tends to be greater than the weight of the stick.  As a re-
sult, the more a group tries, the more the stick tends to 'float' upwards.  


