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Abstract
Institutions of higher learning are challenged and encouraged to guide students in finding their vocation while
developing well-rounded, informed, and engaged citizens. Outside the traditional classroom, students explore
a myriad of real-life co-curricular opportunities that nurture their gifts in leadership. Rather than leave student
leadership development to happen “organically,” student life educators, informed by Ignatian pedagogy, can
intentionally call students to deeper levels self-discovery. Co-curricular engagements can be a place where
students discover their passions, develop their skills and talents, and understand the ways to integrate these
experiences into the world in meaningful ways by identifying their unique gifts as leaders. This article reflects
upon lessons learned at Creighton University over the course of several years of offering an Ignatian Student
Leadership Training (ISLT) seminar designed for students who take on (or aspire to take on) leadership roles
in student organizations. The ISLT provides a model for ways that student life can inform and complement
other curricular leadership programs (such as the one described by Erika Kirby in this issue). The essay
explores how to translate Ignatian pedagogy and Ignatian spirituality in the formation of student leaders.
Ignatian-inspired leadership provides a structure
and context for leaders to learn more about
themselves and those they serve. It provides
language to help leaders understand their
successes and challenges within the greater
context of their lives, our world, and a higher
purpose. Additionally, Ignatian principles provide
tangible skills that encourage leaders to continually
reflect on their own actions (or inactions), and to
lead from a place of humility and compassion for
themselves and for others. Furthermore, Ignatianinspired leadership is an opportunity given to us
to act in accordance with our beliefs, supports our
vocation and encourages us to serve others.1
In this essay, I reflect upon years of engagement
as an educator in Creighton’s Division of Student
Life, and in particular, upon my work with the
Ignatian Leadership Student Training program,
which has evolved over the last six years thanks to
the help of many colleagues at Creighton. A full
overview of the program, outlining its purpose,
describing all of its components, and detailing its
implementation and assessment can be found
online. I am grateful to Joey Kimes and Jack
Robertson for their efforts in preparing the

document, entitled “Facilitator and Partner
Guide.” That is because the ISLT program
requires as much from the educator as it does of
the students enrolled in the program. Indeed,
nurturing Ignatian leadership in students requires
the instructor to continually reflect on her own
practices and to adapt these to the unique gifts of
each student she works with. This training was
initially created as a means to train students
leaders in a common space, with a unified
language, and with the foundational components
of Ignatian-inspired leadership practices. Over
time, it evolved into a way for student leaders to
reflect upon the leadership role and begin to think
intentionally about how our university’s Jesuit
mission and values are an integral part of the
experience for them and those they serve.
Departments such as Residential Life, Campus
Ministry, and the Schlegel Center for Service and
Justice partnered with the Student Leadership &
Involvement Center to create the content of this
collaborative training and then facilitate the threehour program twice a year. The training itself is
broken into five sections: Introduction to St.
Ignatius, Ignatian-Inspired Leadership Overview,
Vocation and Discernment, Creighton Jesuit
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Charisms, and Reflection. In the course of the
past six years over 550 student leaders have
attended this training, and through assessment
have shared that this training provided them with
the tools to weave reflection into their leadership
experience(s).
While Ignatian-inspired leadership is rooted in
Ignatian spirituality and the Catholic and Christian
tradition, it is important to recognize that the
Ignatian way provides spaces for all faith
traditions. Often times terms such as “spiritual” or
“their higher spirit/power” may be used to
provide a more inclusive language and
understanding of the content in the ISLT. Joseph
DeFeo’s essay in this issue provides a good
overview of key ideas and practices of Ignatian
spirituality. Of particular importance for the ISLT
are the concepts of recognizing God’s presence in
all things, living a life embedded with reflection
and in service to others (“being a contemplative in
action”), and living with an inner freedom based
on self-awareness and discernment.2
Educators serving in the division of student life
have a responsibility, just as faculty do, to guide
students in their co-curricular pursuits and provide
opportunities for personal growth whether that be
at a program, advising meeting, or during those
informal moments inside and outside of our
respective offices. Student life educators are called
to equip students with the skills to discern their
leadership potential and to tap into their gifts.3
The Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm (IPP),
discussed by Joseph DeFeo and Bridget Keegan in
their essay, illustrates the value in taking a holistic
approach to education and the continual nature in
the journey of learning.4 The IPP emphasizes the
importance of integrating reflection into all
learning experiences and then taking action based
on what was learned. As educators, we are called
to encourage a “depth of thought and
imagination” for students that encompasses the
world around them.5 It is our role as educators to
provide spaces and opportunities throughout the
university to allow students to explore themselves,
be challenged in thoughts and actions, and reflect
on how they engage with the realities of the world.
In my twelve years as a student affairs educator I
have interacted with hundreds of students from
across the United States, all with different

backgrounds and experiences that led them to
their college choice, many of them through my
role in designing and directing the ISLT. Through
ISLT and through other formal and informal
interactions, I have noticed over the years five
core principles that have assisted me in guiding
students, holding them accountable, and
encouraging them to be the best versions of
themselves. These same core concepts have
assisted me in developing practices and creating
the ISLT program that actively engages students
in our Ignatian traditions with the hope of
providing them a set of values, techniques and
tools to enrich their daily lives as students and
leaders. These five core elements are each
grounded in the principles of the IPP, which
includes the stages of context, experience,
reflection, action and evaluation.6 These
components provide a foundation for both the
learner and the educator, guiding our mutual work
and inviting a focus on who students are as
people, how they come to us, and what
experiences are impacting them in the present
moment. Reflection provides an opportunity to
make meaning and sets the tone for how to take
action. Taking action can be an opportunity to
apply learning intentionally or make connections
in a meaningful way. Action then invites the
question of why something worked or did not
work.
Creighton University’s ISLT focuses on creating a
unified experience for student leaders that focuses
on the principles and practices of Ignatianinspired leadership. This program incorporates
interpersonal skill development, and helps
students create a leadership plan
through reflection and exploration. It emphasizes
the importance of intentionally weaving reflection
and discernment into daily life for personal
growth and provides a community where students
may learn and experience Creighton’s Ignatian
charisms and our mission. Furthermore, the
program aims to provide a safe space for authentic
self-questioning so as to empower students in
creating greater meaning in the leadership roles
they pursue.
These five core elements listed below are rooted
in the Ignatian spirit of development. They
highlight the need to find time to connect with
God and to discover wisdom, patience, and
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understanding in others, in addition to the world
around you. Ultimately, they point to the ideal of
Finding God in All Things.7 They place the
student at the center of learning and focus on
transformational impact of being an Ignatianinspired leader. Because the IPP stresses the
interactive nature of an educational relationship,
some of these core concepts focus on the student
while some focus on the educator. As I have
learned through the ISLT they are two sides of the
same coin. These five core practices include:
1. Investing in the student(s) personally
or embodying Cura Personalis8
2. Integrating meaningful reflection
3. Imagining Magis-driven heroic
leadership9
4. Instilling a servant’s heart from the
beginning and nurturing Men and
Women for and with Others10
5. Inviting accompaniment along the
journey
Although these principles reflect good practice for
anyone interacting with college students, in what
follows I will discuss how they can be enacted in
specific cocurricular programming such as the
ISLT or with other formal or informal
opportunities for mentoring students who are
considering taking on leadership roles. Through
providing intentional guidance we can assist
students in discovering their passions, developing
as people, and sharing their gifts and talents with
the world.
Investing in the Student(s) Personally or
Embodying Cura Personalis
Students are complex human beings. They come
to our universities with past experiences that
affect their emotional, psychological, spiritual, and
physical well-being. They join our communities
with goals, with desires, and with the hope of
discovering themselves in a new place with new
people. As educators it is our responsibility to
create experiences and spaces where students feel
comfortable sharing about themselves as they
develop into leaders. The ISLT provides an
intentional space for students embarking on
leadership experience such as (but not limited to)
resident advisors, service trip leaders, orientation
leaders and fraternity and sorority life leaders to

voice their opinions and continue to develop their
thoughts and values in an ever-changing world
and culture. By providing a space that students
feel comfortable being vulnerable, they are able to
share their core values, inner thoughts, and be
challenged to reflect on who they are in relation to
others and their environment. They are
encouraged to develop a respect for themselves
and for others with whom they interact regardless
of whether they agree on the topic. Additionally,
programs such as ISLT provide resources that
equip students with the ability to use reflection as
a means of development throughout the duration
of their leadership role and beyond. Furthermore,
the ISLT by design provides students with staff
resources who can be seen as mentors or
supporters for them as they journey through their
leadership role. With the incorporation of small
groups within the training, students have the
ability to get to know staff members on a more
personal level as they share about their specific
topic related to Ignatian-inspired leadership.
Cura Personalis is an essential principle within
Ignatian spirituality and pedagogy that explains
how someone can understand how to love
themself and others through God.11 When
beginning to work with a student, it is critical to
schedule time to learn about the student and for
them to learn about you as a way to demonstrate
your care (love) for them. In conjunction with a
formal group program like ISLT, intentionally
scheduling time to meet provides a foundation for
the relationship built on a deeper understanding of
one another. This thoughtful action can
demonstrate care and support for the student even
before you start to work with her in a program.
Individual time together creates the space to
establish context for who the student is, as well as
what she brings with her to this new experience
and to the group participating in the program.
Through continued meetings, both individually
and with the group in the program, a deeper
understanding of who the student desires to
become and how they want to develop can be
established. Program leaders who take the time to
get to know a student as a person are likely to be
better attuned to what they may not be sharing to
help guide them on their path. For example, nonverbal communication such as body language,
disengagement, and physical appearance can often
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be cues to things happening in a student’s life that
are not obvious from their words.12 As educators
we should be listening for what is not directly
shared to more deeply challenge and encourage
growth from our students. As is illustrated by the
discussion prompts in the ISLT guide, by asking
open-ended questions and listening for the
student to elaborate we can tease out more
information that can help the student navigate the
topic being discussed, as well as help create a plan
of action when needed. Some of the questions in
the program guide, such as “how are you caring
for all parts of who you are?” can also reveal what
isn’t being directly shared. When we do this we are
able to care for the student through a holistic lens,
which not only provides the student with a space
to reflect, but also demonstrates that the student is
supported and cared for in all aspects of their life,
not just in the areas where you interact with them.
By exhibiting an interest in the student’s life, you
are able to demonstrate yourself to be curious
about the entire person and all facets of the
student’s life, which enables the student to begin
to trust you and your commitment to their
development and them as a whole person. The
structure of the ISLT, described in the meeting
plans, is designed to facilitate a relationship that is
built on trust, thus enabling educators to
respectfully challenge students’ preconceptions
and propose new perspectives on themselves and
their world.
As part of understanding a student and her desires
as a leader, it can be valuable to spend time
understanding the particular reason(s) that she
wanted to engage on campus in a certain way and
why she was called to a leadership role. When we
begin with the question “why?” we start from a
place of deeper understanding that is grounded in
our true desires and values.13 From there we can
answer the what and how of our desired outcome
or experience, thus allowing us to assist the
student with taking action in meaningful ways.
When working with students, starting from a place
that enables us to talk about our “why’s?” is
crucial to understanding the person that we are
working alongside. It allows us to engage honestly
and fully, while also creating an understanding of
who each other is and strives to be. Additionally,
as is illustrated in the ISLT guide, this approach
provides a framework from which both parties

can create common goals and a language to guide
the vision.
Integrating Meaningful Reflection
Reflection is another core principle in the Ignatian
Pedagogical Paradigm. It is a tool for selfdiscovery, for making meaning of one’s daily
actions and thoughts, and for creating a plan for
action. It provides a space for deeper thoughts to
emerge and for the student to determine which
reactions were important or short-lived.14
Through intentional reflection students can pause
from their everyday life, worries, academic tasks or
noise of the day to reflect upon their purpose. The
ISLT emphasizes the power of reflection
throughout its modules. This pause can be
beneficial not only for the student but for the
larger group as whole. This small but powerful
practice can cause behavioral and attitudinal
changes in members of the group.15 The Ignatian
examen, which is a technique derived from St.
Ignatius’ Spiritual Exercises, is a useful example of
how to reflect intentionally for a few moments on
the day’s events and your role within them.16 The
examen provides a quiet space for people to
review their day and seek to understand how God
was a part of their experiences—in moments of
consolation and desolation.
Each ISLT concludes with an examen. Students
are asked to quiet themselves after they have
learned and dialogued about how Ignatianinspired leadership can influence the experience
they are about to have as a leader. This examen
focuses on how the student is mentally,
emotionally, and physically coming into their role,
and encourages them to focus on the present to
shape the future. The examen was strategically
integrated into the end of the training as a way to
calm the mind and spirit before engaging in a
highly active role. By design, it was created as a
way to leave students with a sense of calm and a
space to reflect before actively engaging others in
their leader plan.
As we stress in the ISLT, reflection promotes
meaning-making and a space for continuation of
experiences while providing the structure for
personal and intellectual growth of group
members.17 It involves reviewing life’s unclear
moments and paying attention to the emotions

Jesuit Higher Education 9(2): 105-113 (2020)

108

Kelsey: Ignatian Leadership in Action
attached to them.18 For what seems like a simple
commitment, reflection also can be an intricate
emotional exercise that takes time and practice to
master; however, if students integrate the skills
learned through the ISLT regarding reflection into
regular meetings, it can begin to alter the way
students think and act during and after a meeting
or other activity. Additionally, when shared with
the group, reflection provides an opportunity for
students to share their own thoughts and feelings
in a way that makes sense to them.

thrive, and it is our duty as educators to assist in
that learning.21 Through emphasizing the practice
of Magis-driven heroic leadership in ISLT, we
encourage students to seek something greater than
themselves, and to actively seek opportunities of
greatness instead of waiting for those
opportunities to come to them.22 Key modules in
the ISLT encourage students to take active role in
their own development while also integrating the
principles of reflection, action and evaluation
from the IPP.

There are many types of reflection and no wrong
ways to reflect. In ISLT, we stress that whether it’s
a prayer, a poem, a song or video that is
meaningful to a group member, they are all ways
to take a few minutes to calm the mind and spirit
while refocusing on why the group has come
together. Through reflecting on the day, the
experiences up until the meeting or a specific
topic designated by the lead reflector, students are
able to free themselves from preoccupations that
are holding them back from being fully present, so
they can focus on the topic of the meeting freely
and openly. In ISLT, we hope our emphasis
encourages students to integrate reflection into the
regular meetings of groups that they are leading.
In ISLT we model how reflective practice opens
up thoughtful reconsideration of a topic,
experience, or idea to produce deeper
understanding.19 Intentional and regular reflection
creates an opportunity for the person or the group
to re-center and to energize themselves for the
community they serve and the task at hand.
Additionally, reflection creates a framework for
what the meeting or experience ahead will entail.
It can act as a primer for tough conversations or a
means to adjust attitudes before beginning a
project.

Magis-driven heroic leadership is a principle
concept in the ISLT to promote purposeful
students grounded in courage, humility, and the
desire to seek Magis in themselves.23 Through
integrating Magis-driven heroic leadership,
powerfully described by Chris Lowney in his
watershed book Heroic Leadership, the ISLT
provides students with the opportunity to grow as
individuals, in their natural talents, and to cultivate
skills that go beyond their collegiate experience.
Magis-driven heroic leadership when partnered
with other types of leadership theories or
practices, which we also introduce in the ISLT,
can enhance the overall experience for students on
their quest for self-discovery, action planning, and
evaluation.

Imagining Magis-Driven Heroic Leadership
Students engage with campus life for many
reasons. Some want to find a connection to their
peers, while others want to build their resumes.
Regardless of their initial intent for engaging there
are always opportunities for leadership
development to occur. Students can attain a
higher level of knowledge and skill development if
they are engaged in student life or become
involved on campus beyond their academic
studies.20 Engaged students are more likely to

Through the various breakout sessions within the
ISLT Creighton’s six Jesuit charisms are defined
and discussed.24 Each session provides an
opportunity for students to learn about the
charisms and how the charism being discussed
could be impactful to their leadership role. Each
session includes a definition of the charisms being
discussed, an activity to assist students in
understanding the charisms, and time for active
reflection in a journal provided to the student for
this training and their leadership role.
At Creighton, we have found that the popular
theory of strengths-based leadership complements
the principles of Magis-driven heroic leadership.
As DeFeo and Keegan have noted in this issue,
Ignatius appears to have understood the theories
of positive psychology 450 years before its time.
Both theories posit that we are more successful if
we focus on our unique the gifts and talents rather
than devote time to fixing perceived personal
deficiencies.25 A strengths-based approach,
grounded in positive psychology, recognizes that
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many people tend to gravitate towards their
weakness or areas that they could improve within
themselves. However, if we focus on what we do
well, or what comes naturally to us, we have a
greater chance of being able to achieve something
for the greater good because we are engaging our
talents in a productive manner. All students at
Creighton are able to do the Gallup Strengths
Assessment (CliftonStrengths For Students), and
particularly for those students who might be less
familiar or less comfortable with “spiritual”
language, the strengths model provides a common
language for students in the ISLT to describe and
explain their talents while exploring their interests
and leadership potential. By adding the Ignatian
principle of Magis, the ISLT connects the idea of
using our gifts and talents for a greater good,
envisioning a higher purpose for our work, for our
community or for God, not simply for ourselves.26
Additionally, as we emphasize in the ISLT, if we
encourage students to recognize the talents of
their peers, we can create a deeper appreciation
and understanding of who others are and the gifts
God has given them.27 Furthermore, when we are
able to connect the principles within the Spiritual
Exercises to the concept of strengths-based
leadership we can assist educators in helping
students understand what leads them to live a
purposeful life as outlined by the Spiritual
Exercises.28
Instilling a Servant’s Heart from the
Beginning and Nurturing Men and Women
for and with Others
Leadership influenced by Ignatian spirituality calls
us to lead from our primary vocation, which the
Spiritual Exercises clarifies to mean we lead from
a place of serving God.29 In the ISLT, we ask
students to explore the question of why do I
lead—for myself or for something greater, even
including the greater glory of God? Student
leaders within the Ignatian context are called to be
more and to do more with their roles as leaders.
They are called to use their talents for the greater
good, to share their gifts, to lead with the needs of
others in mind. Often generally described as
“servant leadership,” in the ISLT our aim is to
demonstrate how Ignatian spirituality gives greater
resonance to a style of leadership focused on
those we serve, not ourselves.30 As educators we
are obligated to assist students in understanding

their roles, challenging them to be the best
versions of themselves and supporting them as
they navigate their journeys. It is our role to help
them understand that leadership is not about the
leader, but rather it is about those we serve and
the communities in which we are engaged.
In the ISTL program, we have found that when
engaging with students in this principle, it is
helpful to have established a relationship with the
student so that you can deliver this message in a
way that she will hear with an open heart and
mind. This is why the principle of Cura Personalis
was identified as a first concept in our program. It
is important to establish early and to emphasize
that a leadership role is not about them. As the
leader, it’s about those they serve. It’s about their
“why” behind leading. In Ignatian-inspired
leadership we highlight the work we are doing as it
is a part of something greater than ourselves. The
term Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam (AMDG) is often
used to signal how we place ourselves secondary
to those in most need of assistance and share our
resources for their benefit.31
Through the session specifically designed to focus
on Men and Women for and with Others and a
Faith That Does Justice students are taken
through an activity that requires them to actively
define and provide examples of the terms service,
philanthropy, and justice. They are then asked to
compare and contrast their personal notes before
the group discusses their reflective remarks.
Outside resources, such as the Georgetown
University’s documentary on Pedro Arrupe, are
used to illustrate the meaning of these terms in
connection to our Jesuit mission.32
Through the ISLT we want students to commit to
a deeper purpose, one beyond personal ambitions.
Through the readings, exercises and reflections
integrated into the ISLT program we stress that
students’ roles as leaders are to improve their
communities so that others succeed and receive all
that they need. Such concepts are often
“countercultural” as it can be challenging as an
emerging leader to remove oneself from the
equation at times. In the ISLT, we aim to
consistently remind our students that looking
beyond themselves when they are leading can
provide context, assist them in focusing on
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meaningful goals, and keep them leading from
their hearts.
Inviting Accompaniment along the Journey
The last principle that we integrate into the ISLT
to support student development is that educators
share about themselves and the practice of
accompaniment. Accompaniment, which can lead
to companionship, is foundationally focused on
the relationship formed with those we minister
with and to during the experience.33 Originally a
practice enacted by young men as they prepared to
enter the Society of Jesus (The Jesuits), the
concept of sharing was practiced during a thirtyday retreat. This adapted practice that incorporates
mentorship can open the door to creating a
stronger relationship with the student and to
exposing the student to something new and
different that could enhance her experience. The
ISLT encourages students to seek mentors beyond
the program who will ask them the “big
questions” the program introduced, allowing them
to be vulnerable with their thoughts, and express
themselves regardless of where they are on their
own journey.34 While it is important for educators
and mentors to consider what they are sharing and
how they share it, being able to let students learn
about you as a person can assist with building a
stronger relationship and modelling resilience.
You, much like them, are a whole person who has
goals, loved ones, hobbies, flaws and challenges.
You too have made an intentional commitment to
develop yourself as a leader.
Following a student’s completion of the ISLT, the
advisor or supervisor weaves the content of the
training into one-on-one meetings or to other
leadership role specific trainings as a means of
continuing the conversation. Through this
ongoing integration of content, which can be seen
through personal check-ins at the start of one-onone meetings, direct questions regarding the use
of the ISLT material in their leadership roles, or
reflective practices at meetings, students receive
gentle (and not so gentle) reminders of the value
of the ISLT training material and the value it
provides to their role. This also provides an
opportunity for the advisor or supervisor to
demonstrate their commitment to the student’s
learning and leadership journey.

While not all students will find a mentor through a
program like ISLT, such programs can inspire
students to seek a mentor on campus. A mentor
provides accompaniment or companionship for
the emerging student leader beyond the classroom
or co-curricular experience, inviting her to
discover a higher purpose and a greater meaning
in all aspects of life.35 To have a mentor who
shares how to discern larger issues provides the
student with tangible examples of how to work
through situations and guidance on their own
discerning processes. By sharing more personal
information the mentor allows the student to see
that it is okay to be vulnerable and to accept one’s
flaws while focusing on one’s gifts. Reassuring
students that one does not have to be perfect to
be successful is an important message and helps
show how to create balance in life.
Conclusion
Ignatian pedagogy can provide a strong
foundation for developing students into holistic
leaders focused on the needs of others while
taking care of themselves and keeping God (or a
higher good) at the center of their thoughts and
actions. When we take the time to be intentional
about how we develop relationships, integrate
learning into experiences, and engage in reflective
practices, we are able to deepen our purpose and
the students’ experiences. Chris Lowney in Heroic
Leadership shares that we are all leaders, leading all
the time in subtle and obvious ways36. If we keep
his words in mind while we interact and educate
students, we are able to work through the
framework of the IPP to develop context and
tailor our approach to learning based on the
experiences students bring with them.
Additionally, we are able integrate reflection into
our experiences with the desire for personal
development and personal action plans to be
created, and then evaluate their actions and
experiences for growth. This process allows us to
accompany students on their development journey
while also empowering them to take an active role
in their desires and outcomes. Formal programs
like the ISLT offer a structure within which to
achieve these goals, but there are a myriad of ways
that they might be enacted within the range of
activities and programming supported by student
life educators.
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While Ignatian pedagogy is critical to the
development strategies outlined in this article, it is
also important to recognize that other leadership
theories or practices can, when intertwined with
IPP, assist with adding value to the development
of students. Magis-driven heroic leadership and
strengths-based leadership on their own have
significance in terms of understanding one’s self in
the pursuit of leadership or recognizing the gifts

of others for the benefit of the greater good.
When combined with the principles of context,
experience, reflection, action and evaluation, other
leadership theories are strengthened, and add
additional support to how as educators we can
develop students in Ignatian-inspired ways.
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