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Effective student leadership development in higher education requires a strong theoretical 
foundation to cultivate competent, empathetic, and adaptive leaders. The newly developed RISE 
model—relationships, identity, skills, and efficacy—offers a structured, theory-based approach to 
leadership growth. The authors provide examples of the student-centered approach to developing 
the RISE model and how the leadership learning domains interact to create dynamic leadership 
growth. By prioritizing relationships, the model addresses gaps in empathy, inclusivity, and the 
ability to lead diverse teams. The authors argue that, by implementing the RISE model as a 
roadmap, student leadership development becomes a clearer, more impactful process, shifting 
leadership from an abstract concept to a structured, meaningful journey.  
  

IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn  
 
One day, a student leading one of the largest student organizations on campus sat down with one 
of the authors to talk about her experience leading this influential group. She shared joys and 
frustrations. She had successfully led a large group of student leaders to execute dozens of 
community and campus events. To those on the outside, it seemed like a huge success, and she was 
proud of her work. Yet, she still struggled with a central issue, saying, “Am I really a better leader 
after this experience? I know I did a lot, but I am not sure what I learned.” As authors, we fear that 
this is a common refrain among student leaders in higher education. They have led organizations, 
meetings, tasks, events, philanthropies, fraternities, sororities, and more. However, are they better 
leaders, or are they just maintaining the status quo? What have they learned about leadership from 
their college experience?  

 
In 2021, the authors’ university launched a leadership institute to support the development of 
student leaders. Early in its implementation, it became clear that while students were eager to 
become “better leaders,” the term itself lacked definition. The desire for growth was strong, but 
without a shared understanding of what “better” and “leader” meant, there was no clear target to 
guide their development. Therefore, the institute’s staff began a long process of defining that target 
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so that students had a clear picture of how to develop as leaders. The result was the RISE model, a 
new theory-based student leadership development model.   
  
PPuurrppoossee  
 
The purpose of this article is twofold: first, to share the developmental process undertaken by a 
university leadership institute in designing a comprehensive model for leadership development, 
and second, to introduce the RISE model as a dynamic and practical tool that supports student 
leaders in deepening their leadership practice. The RISE model creates a process that translates 
leadership development from an abstract concept to a structured, meaningful journey. By outlining 
both the origins and applications of the model, this article aims to contribute to the broader 
conversation on effective strategies for cultivating contextually and theoretically grounded 
leadership learning in higher education settings. 
  
AA  TThheeoorryy--BBaasseedd  DDeessiiggnn  PPrroocceessss  
  
The context for the development of the RISE model was a large public land-grant university in the 
Mid-South. The university recently founded a centralized leadership development institute with 
the mission of creating access to leadership education for all students and furthering the field of 
leadership studies. 
 
When developing leadership learning content, Taylor et al. (2025) emphasized a student-centered 
approach. Based in this framework, content creation was an iterative process informed by feedback 
from hundreds of student leadership learners and the institute staff. One of the institute staff’s early 
experiences with students, similar to the experience shared in the introduction, helped clarify a 
need among leadership learners. While teaching a leadership class of about 125 first-year students, 
one of the authors asked the seemingly innocuous question, “How can we become better leaders?” 
There were a variety of answers, and class continued. At the conclusion of the class, a group of six 
students approached the instructor and asked for the right answer to the question. A discussion 
ensued, and the students expressed that they were uncertain how to become better leaders. They 
wanted to learn, but they did not know how to orient their growth. One shared, “I know all these 
new leadership theories from this class, but I don’t know how to put it all together. I just feel 
overwhelmed and paralyzed by how complicated leadership is.”  
 
The class taught the social change model (Komives & Wagner, 1994) and Northouse's (2021) 
leadership anthology to familiarize students with a range of leadership theories, and other 
programs focused on adaptive leadership (Heifetz et al., 2009) to help student leaders tackle 
adaptive challenges. However, students still felt overwhelmed by the complexity of leadership 
without specific direction, prompting an iterative process of content development that highlighted 
the need for a clear model to structure their growth. Similarly, the authors spoke with hundreds of 
students who were leading campus activities such as homecoming, student government, 
fraternities and sororities, student activities boards, and more, and the students echoed a similar 
refrain. How do we actually become better leaders?  
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DDeevveellooppiinngg  aa  NNeeww  LLeeaaddeerrsshhiipp  LLeeaarrnniinngg  MMooddeell  
 
When the institute first launched, staff taught various leadership theories and frameworks. Over 
time, it became clear that students responded most to concepts of identity and personal growth. 
As Komives et al. (1998) noted, college students are at a critical stage for identity development. 
Therefore, staff started primarily teaching the leadership competencies of identity, capacity, and 
efficacy (Guthrie et al., 2021). While teaching this framework, the staff considered how it could 
extend and contextualize prior leadership work for the students they were serving, allowing 
content to be shaped by both the learner and the environment.  
 
For example, during a campus activities retreat designed to build community for first-year 
undergraduate students, one returning student serving as a peer mentor reflected that they quickly 
judged a quieter first-year student as “uninterested.” However, after a one-on-one conversation, 
the mentor learned that the student was navigating extreme anxiety with the transition to college 
while knowing they would also need to work a significant number of hours per week to support 
their family back home. The peer mentor later shared that this moment shifted their perspective: 
“I realized I had been equating leadership with being in front and visible. But leadership can also 
look like quiet resilience.” This experience reminded both students—and the staff facilitating the 
retreat—that leadership development must be grounded in empathy and relational awareness. 
Building authentic relationships, what some models may frame as interpersonal skills (Graen & 
Uhl-Bien, 1995; Komives et al., 1998) and others as relational competencies (Komives et al., 1998; 
Seemiller, 2013), is central to supporting leadership growth.   
 
This one experience served as a microcosm of the greater challenge: leadership learners must 
understand how to build and sustain healthy relationships to lead effectively. Therefore, the RISE 
model insists that leadership growth starts with the skill of building healthy relationships. Scholars 
and practitioners alike emphasize the importance of relationships in leadership (Drath et al., 2008; 
Keyton et al., 2002; Komives et al., 1998). Furthermore, the ILA (2021) General Principles for 
Leadership Programs and the LCD framework (Taylor et al., 2025) highlight the importance of 
knowing the leadership learner and the context when developing leadership content. Thus, 
through ongoing analysis and reflection of this and similar experiences, the leadership staff 
developed the RISE model to complement and extend existing approaches to guide leadership 
learners. Recognizing that no singular leadership theory, framework, or model can meet every 
leadership learner’s needs in every context, the RISE model offers a path to leadership development 
that helps students visualize leadership growth and answer the question of how they can become 
better leaders in their context. 
  

TThhee  RRIISSEE  MMooddeell  
 
Figure 1 illustrates the RISE model, which integrates four critical areas for leadership development: 
relationships, identity, skills, and efficacy.  These four domains are integral to the leadership 
process and to personal leader development. The following sections will detail the four leadership 
learning domains and depict how they organically interact with each other.  
  



The Journal of Campus Activities Practice and Scholarship • Volume 8 • Issue 1                 ©2026 National Association for Campus Activities62

 

 
   
 

FFiigguurree  11  
The Rise Model 

 
Reprinted with permission from Taylor, Cheves, and Speight, Copyright 2025 
 
The RISE model has gone through several iterations throughout the years. One day, during a 
capstone leadership course, an instructor was explaining the model when a student raised their 
hand and asked, “Why do you keep calling it the IRS model?” At the time, identity sat at the top of 
the triangle, and efficacy was a lesser part. The instructor admitted that “IRS” was not the most 
inspiring name for a leadership model. 
 
Without missing a beat, the student suggested, “Why don’t you call it the RISE model? Just put 
relationships at the top. You always tell us that relationships are the most important part of 
leadership, so it should be on top anyway.” And with that simple yet insightful suggestion, the RISE 
model was born. 
 
The authors designed the RISE model by drawing on both empirical work and practitioner 
experience to identify the concepts most essential for leadership development in a collegiate 
context. Relationships were included as a foundational element due to extensive scholarship 
highlighting the significance of relational processes for effective leadership (Drath et al., 2008; 
Keyton et al., 2002; Komives et al., 1998). Building and sustaining authentic relationships enables 
leaders to foster trust, navigate group dynamics, and create collaborative environments. Identity 
was incorporated to reflect decades of research indicating the significance of a leader’s identity and 
leadership identity development (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Eagly & Chin, 2010; Komives et al., 
2006; Owen 2023). Skills were selected as the actionable, observable capacities that allow students 
to translate their identity and relational understanding into practice, encompassing a range of 
interpersonal and strategic abilities that contribute to leadership. These are the leadership skills 
often discussed in specific contexts like business leadership, community leadership, and situational 
leadership theory. Finally, efficacy is what drives leadership development (Guthrie et al., 2021). It 
was incorporated into the model because of its foundational role in whether a person takes 
initiative to lead and in their posture toward leadership. 
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RReellaattiioonnsshhiippss 
 
The leadership learning domain of relationships asserts that effective leadership is inherently 
relational. As detailed earlier through multiple vignettes, student experiences and reflections 
consistently led to the inclusion and emphasis of relationships as a leadership learning domain. 
Drath et al. (2008) and Seemiller (2013) emphasized the importance of relationships in leadership, 
highlighting that successful leaders must navigate diverse social dynamics, demonstrate empathy, 
and engage inclusively with others. Komives et al. (1998) developed the relational leadership model 
(RLM), which included inclusivity, empowerment, purposefulness, ethical practice, and process 
orientation as keys to building and maintaining successful leadership relationships. Leadership 
books often geared toward the business world have long emphasized the importance of 
relationships (Brown, 2018; Carnegie, 1936; Cialdini, 2021; Covey, 1989; Sinek, 2014).  
 
Relationships are at the heart of effective leadership. Trent (2016) calls for leadership that is heart-
led, fueled by empathy and relationships. Arguing from a critical theory perspective, Trent (2016) 
asserted that it is only through this framing of leadership that leaders will act ethically and make 
decisions that uplift all, especially the historically marginalized and overlooked. Guthrie et al. 
(2021) call for leadership learners to improve emotional intelligence and interpersonal skills as a 
part of capacity building. However, leadership learners still widely struggle with relational aspects 
of leadership, including empathy, inclusive practices, and cross-cultural awareness. These gaps 
hinder and sometimes curtail one’s ability to lead effectively, especially in diverse, global 
communities. 
 
Therefore, the RISE model places a strong emphasis on relationships, particularly in the context of 
building trust and empathy and fostering inclusive leadership practices. The relationships domain 
also includes networking, but rather than emphasizing what the leader can extract from their 
network for personal gain, the focus is on cultivating healthy relationships that value people. The 
model also emphasizes the importance of culturally relevant relationship-building, ensuring that 
students develop the skills and insights necessary to lead in increasingly global and diverse 
environments.  
 
TThhee  SSuubb--ddoommaaiinnss  ooff  RReellaattiioonnaall  LLeeaaddeerrsshhiipp  aanndd  AApppplliiccaattiioonn  ttoo  CCaammppuuss  AAccttiivviittiieess    
 
As Table 1 outlines, there are three sub-domains for developing healthy and strong leadership 
relationships: building influence, demonstrating empathy, and developing emotional intelligence. 
  
TTaabbllee  11  
Relational Leadership Learning Sub-domains 

Relationships 
Influence Influence  affords one the opportunities to lead without a title or 

position. Influence is invaluable to leaders; it is the relational power 
to make a difference and affect change. Teaching students how to 
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gain and maintain influence is a key component of leadership 
learning.   

Empathy Empathy is the key to ethical leadership that involves making 
decisions with compassion and understanding. Empathy 
development—often through developing perspective taking—is a 
critical pathway to developing influence and leading diverse groups 
of people. 

Emotional Intelligence Emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995) is essential to relational 
leadership, as it enables leaders to understand, manage, and connect 
with the emotions of themselves and others. By fostering self-
awareness and emotional regulation, emotionally intelligent leaders 
can build collaborative relationships that inspire trust, 
collaboration, and positive change in diverse environments.   

 
For leadership learners involved in campus activities, understanding that one of their first steps to 
successful leadership is building positive relationships with university staff, their leadership teams, 
and the people they are leading is an invaluable reframing. If students can gain relational influence, 
they can develop the trust necessary to achieve their organizational goals or lead a successful 
student program. Moreover, guiding student leaders to recognize that their leadership growth 
depends on building healthy relationships helps focus their campus activities on cultivating these 
connections. Altogether, by building influence, demonstrating empathy, and developing 
emotional intelligence, leadership learners will develop the competency of relational leadership, a 
fundamental aspect of highly effective leadership.  
  
IIddeennttiittyy 
 
Identity serves as another fundamental leadership learning domain. According to Guthrie et al. 
(2021), leadership is rooted in self-awareness, which requires understanding the intersections of 
one’s social identities and how they shape values, biases, lived experiences, and worldviews. In a 
student leadership course, all the Black students—just 3% of the class—requested the opportunity 
to present for Black History Month. Their powerful presentation highlighted the history of Black 
leaders and the distinct leadership approaches often found within the Black community. However, 
during the question-and-answer time of the presentation, one student asked, “Why are we even 
talking about this? This isn’t a history class.” This moment highlighted the need for students to 
learn about the role of identity in leadership. The student asking the question likely had not 
considered how their identity, or the identity of their classmates, shaped their leadership 
experiences and development. 
 
Developing a strong sense of self involves navigating the delicate balance between personal identity 
and societal influences. Fuselier and Beatty (2023) argue that for meaningful leadership identity 
development to occur, leadership educators must give learners the freedom to deconstruct and 
reconstruct their social identities. This process is especially crucial in light of historical leadership 
norms that have excluded marginalized identities. Expanding identity-centered leadership 
frameworks to encompass race, gender, sexual orientation, neurodivergence, ability status, and 
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other historically marginalized identities fosters a more inclusive and equitable leadership 
landscape. The interconnectedness of these identities is particularly significant for marginalized 
leaders as they navigate compounded experiences of oppression (Dugan, 2017). 
 
Leadership identity is an individual’s superpower, their unique voice in the world. In some 
contexts, student leadership learners have been forced to hide, mask, or guard their full identities; 
however, studies show that the most effective leaders and the healthiest leadership cultures create 
space for all to lean into their full identities (Fuselier & Beatty, 2023). For leadership learners, 
embracing their full identity, including cultural background, is essential to leading authentically. 
Nevertheless, the authors recognize that, tragically, there are spaces in the world in which this ideal 
is not a reality. In these spaces, it is crucial for leadership educators and those with influence to 
assume the risks and responsibility of creating brave spaces and safe environments where 
individuals can fully embrace and lean into their identities. 
  
TThhee  SSuubb--ddoommaaiinnss  ooff  IIddeennttiittyy  iinn  LLeeaaddeerrsshhiipp  aanndd  AApppplliiccaattiioonn  ttoo  CCaammppuuss  AAccttiivviittiieess  
 
The RISE model highlights the centrality of identity in leadership development, emphasizing that 
leaders must engage in critical reflection (Volpe White et al., 2019) and identity exploration to 
cultivate authenticity and build trust. Table 2 details the three sub-domains that comprise identity 
in the RISE model.  
  
TTaabbllee  22  
Identity Leadership Learning Sub-domains 

Identity 
Personality An individual's personality is deeply intertwined with their social 

identities and lived experiences, shaping how they engage with the world 
and approach leadership. Through self-reflection and an awareness of how 
identity and personality shape leadership, individuals can develop a more 
authentic and effective leadership approach. 

Social Identity Social identities—such as race, gender, socioeconomic status, and cultural 
background—interact with one’s personality to influence communication 
styles, decision-making processes, and emotional expression. These 
intersections emphasize that leadership is not a one-size-fits-all formula 
but a dynamic, evolving journey. By exploring one’s social identities, the 
learner develops a clearer understanding of values, purpose, and 
motivations, positioning one to lead with integrity and establish 
meaningful relationships across diverse communities.  

Self-Awareness Self-awareness is a strategic goal of leadership development, serving as the 
foundation that connects personality, social identities, and leadership 
efficacy. Without self-awareness, leaders may struggle to make informed 
decisions, inspire others, and create inclusive spaces. While these traits, 
experiences, and perspectives influence one’s leadership approach—an 
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understanding of self empowers learners to foster inclusive spaces where 
they and the ones they lead can thrive. 

 
Students involved in campus activities have a valuable chance to explore how identity shapes 
leadership. Many student organizations include an identity-based bond—like the Native American 
Student Association or LGBTQ+ and Allies. These groups and more offer incredible opportunities 
for leadership development, but students often do not realize how their own identities influence 
how they lead. For example, a group frustrated by low engagement from the broader campus 
community may, with staff support, reflect on how their leadership team shares the same social 
identities and networks. Using the RISE model, campus activities professionals can help students 
develop self-awareness, recognize the impact of identity, and make more inclusive leadership 
decisions. When students acknowledge and integrate their unique lived experiences into their 
leadership practice, they create inclusive environments that value diverse perspectives and foster 
belonging. This self-awareness directly influences how leaders engage with others and navigate 
complex environments. Overall, the intersection of personality, social identities, and self-
awareness forms the core of authentic leadership; therefore, it is critical for leadership learners to 
lean into their identities and learn to create space for other identities as well. 
  
SSkkiillllss  
 
The third leadership learning domain of the RISE model focuses on skills, which are context-
specific and vary depending on the leadership challenges at hand. From listening to hundreds of 
student leadership stories a semester, the staff noted the range of skills needed, from public 
speaking and conflict resolution to behind-the-scenes tasks such as organization and coalition 
building. To best prepare students, the RISE model emphasizes learning agility—the ability to learn 
from experiences—which enables individuals to adapt to diverse leadership situations. While it is 
impossible to teach every leadership skill to every student, focusing on learning agility allows for 
context-driven, individualized leadership development.   
 
Rather than prescribing a static list of competencies, the RISE model invites students to engage in 
adaptive skill-building—where the emphasis shifts from mastering discrete tasks to understanding 
how, when, and why to apply particular skills in complex and evolving situations. One student, for 
example, entered their leadership program with strong public speaking skills and a commanding 
presence, often taking the lead in group projects. However, when placed in a role that required 
behind-the-scenes coordination and team collaboration, they initially struggled. Through 
intentional reflection and guided mentorship, the student began developing new skills in logistical 
planning, active listening, and group facilitation—areas previously outside their comfort zone. In 
their end-of-year reflection, they shared, “I used to think being a leader meant being the loudest 
voice. Now I understand that leading also means stepping back, organizing the details, and helping 
others shine.” This shift exemplifies the RISE model’s emphasis on learning agility—developing 
the capacity to assess the needs of a given moment and apply the right blend of interpersonal and 
technical skills accordingly. In this way, the skills domain becomes less about accumulation and 
more about integration—equipping students to lead with intentionality, humility, and adaptability 
across diverse leadership contexts.  
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AApppplliiccaattiioonn  ttoo  CCaammppuuss  AAccttiivviittiieess 
 
For leadership learners involved in campus activities, the skills section of the RISE model gives 
invaluable language to students, helping them translate their campus activity experience to 
interviews, future careers, or future campus activities. A student leader utilizing the RISE model 
can articulate that one leadership experience helped them develop the skill of goal setting, which 
they can use in their next leadership opportunity. Thus, by creating a context-based structure to 
the skills domain, students can meaningfully connect what they have done with what they have 
learned, making their leadership growth both visible and transferable. The RISE model, then, 
becomes a bridge between experience and articulation, deepening both reflection and readiness.  
  
EEffffiiccaaccyy 
 
The final leadership learning domain focuses on efficacy. Leadership self-efficacy is the belief or 
confidence in one’s ability to lead successfully. Guthrie et al. (2021) suggest that leadership efficacy 
is developed through experience, reflection, and engagement in leadership activities that reinforce 
a sense of competence. The RISE model emphasizes that leadership efficacy grows when students 
actively engage in leadership learning in the domains of relationships, identity, and context-
specific leadership skills. As students refine their leadership skills and engage in real-world 
leadership experiences, their self-efficacy increases, creating the confidence to face challenges and 
adapt to changing environments with resilience and adaptability. For leadership educators, the 
RISE model stresses the significance of focusing on developing leadership self-efficacy, 
empowering students to lead with confidence, which will enhance leadership learning outcomes. 
  
AApppplliiccaattiioonn  ttoo  CCaammppuuss  AAccttiivviittiieess 
 
Despite the importance of developing leadership self-efficacy, many student leaders—particularly 
those from historically marginalized or underrepresented backgrounds—grapple with impostor 
syndrome, which can significantly hinder their perceived ability to lead. Impostor syndrome refers 
to the internalized belief that one’s accomplishments are the result of luck or deception rather than 
competence or capability (Clance & Imes, 1978; Owen et. al., 2023). Even when students possess 
the skills and experiences that qualify them as leaders, they may struggle to internalize their 
success, often feeling as though they do not belong in leadership spaces.  
 
Owen et al. (2023) emphasize that traditional leadership spaces often reflect dominant cultural 
norms, which can make students—particularly women and those with intersecting marginalized 
identities—feel invisible or undervalued. When students do not see themselves reflected in 
leadership narratives, or when their ways of leading are not affirmed, impostor feelings can become 
more deeply rooted. One student, for example, shared during a reflection activity: “I look around 
the room and think, how did I even get here? Everyone else seems so sure of themselves. I keep 
waiting for someone to realize I don’t actually belong.” Though this student had been selected for 
multiple formal leadership roles, their internal narrative undermined their confidence and 
willingness to engage fully. This psychological barrier can limit participation, reduce risk-taking, 
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and stifle growth in leadership roles. For leadership educators, recognizing and addressing 
impostor syndrome is crucial; cultivating affirming environments, promoting mentorship, and 
creating opportunities for students to reflect on their strengths can help mitigate these feelings and 
reinforce a healthier, more accurate sense of self-efficacy.  
 
In contrast to impostor syndrome, some students may experience the Dunning-Kruger effect, a 
cognitive bias in which individuals with limited knowledge or skill overestimate their competence 
(Kruger & Dunning, 1999). Within leadership development, this can manifest as students 
confidently taking on leadership roles without a full understanding of the relational or contextual 
complexities involved. While confidence is a key component of leadership efficacy, overconfidence 
without corresponding competence can hinder growth and collaboration. Leadership educators 
must therefore balance efforts to build self-efficacy with strategies that promote self-awareness and 
accurate self-assessment, encouraging both humility and a commitment to ongoing learning.  
  
TThhee  OOrrggaanniicc  NNaattuurree  ooff  RRIISSEE  
 
Efficacy serves as the driving force behind growth in relationships, identity, and contextual skills 
within the RISE model, creating a cycle of leadership development fueled by confidence and action. 
When students believe in their ability to lead (efficacy), they take initiative, seek opportunities, and 
engage more deeply in leadership experiences. This engagement strengthens their relational 
leadership abilities by allowing them to work with new people, build empathy and trust, and 
develop influence. It deepens their identity by expanding their self-awareness, exposing them to 
new ways of understanding themselves, and connecting them with people with similar and diverse 
identities. Additionally, it enhances their contextual skills by fostering adaptability, sharpening 
strategic thinking, and increasing their learning agility through exposure to new experiences. 
Therefore, as a leadership learner’s relational ability, identity, and contextual leadership skills 
grow, so does their efficacy, creating a dynamic interaction where confidence fuels competence, 
and competence, in turn, reinforces confidence.  
  
RRIISSEE  iinn  AAccttiioonn  
 
The RISE model is not a linear process but an interconnected and repetitive system that shapes 
one’s leadership development. As learners engage with the model, they undergo transformational 
and lasting growth—not only deepening their understanding of leadership theory but also 
translating that knowledge into practice that builds confidence, sharpens effectiveness, and 
amplifies their impact in real-world contexts. 
 
One student entered a leadership scholarship program unsure if she truly belonged in a space full 
of confident, high-achieving peers. She often hesitated to speak up, feeling that her leadership story 
did not “measure up” to those with long resumes and polished speaking skills. However, through 
the RISE model, especially the identity and relationships learning domains, she began to recognize 
that her strength came from lived experience—growing up as the eldest in a multigenerational 
household, advocating for herself as a first-generation college student, and navigating cultural 
intersections every day. With support from her student mentor and consistent reflection in small 
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group settings, her sense of efficacy flourished. By the end of the year, she was mentoring others—
confidently owning her voice and showing peers that leadership was not about fitting a mold but 
showing up authentically and making others feel seen. 
 
Another student, initially celebrated for his extroverted energy and bold leadership style, came into 
the leadership cohort eager to “run the room.” He could command attention with ease, but early 
feedback revealed gaps in listening, collaboration, and inclusion. The RISE model challenged him 
to shift his focus from output to outcome—from doing leadership to being a leader. Through 
deepened relationships with his small group and reflection on his own values and impact, he began 
to realize that leadership required just as much vulnerability as it did confidence. By leaning into 
the skills and relationships learning domains, he grew into a leader who not only led initiatives but 
built spaces where others could thrive. In the final class discussion of the year, students were asked 
to share words of encouragement with peers in their small groups. One of his fellow small group 
peers wrote, “He helped me believe I had something valuable to offer.” That’s the power of 
leadership rooted in empathy, reflection, and growth—hallmarks of the RISE model in action.  
 
In one final example of the RISE model in action, one of the authors frequently works with diverse 
students in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) and has observed a 
common struggle among Black and Brown female students who find it difficult to see themselves 
as leaders in a male-dominated field. This challenge became especially evident while mentoring 
two young women who, after facing harsh criticism from their male peers in an engineering course, 
began to question their place in the program. Discouraged, they even considered leaving STEM 
altogether. 
 
By drawing from the efficacy and identity domains, instead of letting doubt dictate their path, the 
institute staff guided them back to their passions, helping them rediscover why they chose 
engineering in the first place. As their perspective shifted, so did their language—from seeking a 
way out, to searching for a support system. The staff member connected them with student 
organizations like the Society of Women Engineers (SWE) and the National Society of Black 
Engineers (NSBE), where they found a community of peers who shared similar experiences, 
emboldening their sense of identity and increasing their leadership self-efficacy. This 
transformation highlights the profound impact of a leadership learning model that integrates 
identity and self-efficacy development. 
 
The RISE model components function as an organic system, building upon and reinforcing one 
another. Identity development shapes relational aptitudes, relational leadership competence 
influences skill development and efficacy, and skill application enhances leadership efficacy and 
relational aptitude. As leadership learners develop, they refine each component through responses 
to new experiences and evolving challenges. By recognizing this interconnectedness, learners not 
only gain technical skills but experience leadership development as a lifelong process of becoming 
leaders who are relational, self-aware, adaptable, and humbly confident. 
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RRIISSEE  IImmpplliiccaattiioonnss  
 
Just as leadership learners are growing, so is the RISE model. There is a need for broader adoption 
of the model so that RISE can grow and adapt with the contexts and needs of new leadership 
learners. By integrating this approach into leadership programs, student organizations, and co-
curricular initiatives, institutions can create more structured opportunities for students to develop 
key competencies. Additionally, partnerships with faculty, student affairs professionals, and 
external stakeholders can provide further resources and mentorship, strengthening the 
effectiveness of the practice. One of the strengths of the model is that it is flexible enough to be 
adopted by a wide variety of university stakeholders; thus, a leadership office could partner with 
an academic department to implement the RISE model and create shared language that enhances 
student learning. The RISE model can be implemented as a model for student leaders in residential 
life, athletics, new student orientation, fraternities and sororities, or career development. 
Additionally, incorporating these practices into first-year experience courses or student 
government trainings could help cultivate early engagement and long-term participation. 
 
Future research should explore how these strategies can be adapted across diverse institutional 
contexts to maximize student growth and program sustainability. Additional studies could detail 
wise practices for implementation of the RISE model and dissect the sub-domains to illuminate 
the most effective practices for developing these competencies in leadership learners. 
 
Universities should also consider embedding this approach into campus-wide initiatives that 
emphasize experiential learning and service. For example, integrating RISE into community 
engagement programs, alternative break experiences, or campus traditions can provide 
meaningful hands-on leadership development. Establishing cross-departmental collaborations 
between student affairs, academic affairs, and career services can ensure students gain leadership 
learning opportunities that are cohesive, maximizing learning and implementation into leadership 
practice. Lastly, assessing the impact of this practice through surveys, focus groups, and 
longitudinal tracking can provide valuable data to refine and expand its effectiveness across 
institutions. 
 

CCoonncclluussiioonn  
  

The RISE model offers a comprehensive, theory-based approach to leadership development, 
addressing key areas of growth specifically designed for college students. The RISE model provides 
leadership educators with a framework to design student-centered programs that enhance 
leadership learning outcomes. Furthermore, the model offers a roadmap for student leadership 
growth in an increasingly complex and diverse world. The RISE model, by integrating relational 
and identity-based aspects of leadership with contextual skills and efficacy, ultimately seeks to 
enhance leadership outcomes in diverse settings and challenge students to grow as holistic leaders 
who can navigate complexity with confidence.  
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