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A Conversation with the Director 
of  the Institute for Leadership
On November 5, Alumni 

Association Board Member 
CAPT John Maxham, USCG (ret), 
’66 (left) sat down with the Institute 
for Leadership’s Director Dr. 
Jonathan Jeff erson (right) to discuss 
the Institute’s role at the Academy 
and their eff orts to defi ne and assess 
the development of cadets into 
“leaders of character.” You can view 
video segments of the interview on 
our website at www.cgaalumni.org/
Institute.

CAPT John Maxham: In talking 
to people about the Institute for 
Leadership, I fi nd there is some confusion 
between the Institute for Leadership 
(IFL) and the Leadership Development 
Center (LDC).  What’s the purpose of 
the IFL and how is it diff erent from the 
LDC?
Dr. Jonathan Jeff erson: The easiest way 
to answer that question is the Institute 
for Leadership is for the Academy what 
the Leadership Development Center 
is for the entire Coast Guard.  The 
major diff erence is that our focus is 
on the cadets and cadet development, 
whereas the LDC focuses on leadership 
development for the Coast Guard at 
large. We do all of our work for the 
Academy, for the cadet. We work 
with the cadet division, the academic 
division, and athletics to facilitate overall 
leadership development for the academy.

The academy advertises that it’s been 
developing “leaders of character” since 
1876.  What is a “leader of character” 
and how does the academy produce 
them?
Over the last year we’ve helped the 
[Academy’s] Senior Leadership Team 
come up with what we mean by a 
“leader of character.” A leader of 
character is one who embodies the Coast 
Guard values and infl uences and inspires 
others to achieve a goal by seeking to 

discover the truth, deciding what is right, 
and demonstrating the courage to act 
accordingly always. It encompasses the 
defi nition of leadership for the Coast 
Guard, which is infl uencing others to 
achieve a goal and it also emphasizes the 
very particular things we want cadets 
to do: seek to discover the truth, decide 
what is right, and demonstrate the 
courage to act accordingly always. 
We take character to mean the traits and 
features that compose an individual.  
Those traits and features are outlined 
in the Coast Guard leadership core 
competency framework, developed in 
2006. Of those 28 core competencies, 
we looked at the fi rst 13 that are under 
leading self and leading others. Those 
are the traits and functions that a cadet 
must be profi cient in before he or she 
graduates from the academy. From that 
we developed a stage of excellence rubric 
that we use to assess the cadets across 
each area at the academy to give them 
leader development feedback and to 
ensure that they’re service-ready.

One hears a lot of acronyms when 
talking about the IFL. One that I hear 
tossed around all the time is GOLD. 
What is it?
GOLD stands for Guide to Offi  cer 
and Leader Development. It is the 
200-week experience that a cadet goes 
through, starting on R-Day and ending 
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at Commencement. It includes more 
than 190 diff erent activities throughout 
the career of a cadet and spans four key 
areas: academics, athletics, military, and 
intrinsic values. We expect our cadets to 
be morally and ethically well-adjusted 
to make good decisions and to work 
their way through complex, intricate 
experiences.

LEAD is our strategy for 
implementing GOLD.  LEAD stands for 
learn from theory, experience through 
practice, analyze using refl ection, 
and deepen understanding through 
mentoring.  It is the strategy we use to 
approach that 200-week experience.  Let 
me give you an example.  Every cadet 
is required to take the course called 
Organization Behavioral Leadership.  
In that class, we give them all of the 
theoretical underpinnings to become a 
good leader.  That would be an example 
of the L, learn from theory. Another 
example would be the Cadet Leadership 
Handbook, developed by the IFL this 
year that provides many of the examples, 
tools, techniques that the cadet can use as 
a reference to help him or her develop as 
a leader.

E: Experience through practice.  An 
example of that would be the Coastal Sail 
Training Program, in which the cadets 
go out on a 12-day sortie on an L44 
sailboat. They get experience in driving, 
being the engineer, being the navigator, 
being the cook. They rotate through all 
of those diff erent positions and have an 

opportunity to get live feedback.  The 
cadets view this as one of the premiere 
events that they go through here at the 
Academy.

A: Analyze using refl ection. This year 
we wanted to be able to give our cadets 
an opportunity to refl ect on what they’re 
going through.  So we developed a cadet 
leadership journal, which we have given 
to all third class and second class cadets. 
In January, we will give one to all fourth 
class. This gives them a tool to write 
down and refl ect upon all of the diff erent 
things that they’re experiencing and 
going through at the Academy.  Research 
tells us is that refl ection is a signifi cant 
portion of leader development.

D: Deepen understanding through 
mentoring. If we go back to the Coastal 
Sail Training example, as the cadets are 
going through that 12-day evolution, 
they make mistakes.  They do things 
well.  They learn from what they’re 
doing.  We provide an opportunity to 
mentor them live, so they can develop 
further what they’ve learned through 
that experience and use it in diff erent 
situations at the academy. We also have a 
LEAD mentoring program here in which 
we provide cadets an opportunity to 
have a mentor and to talk with someone 
outside of their reporting chain as a 
mechanism for them to develop and 
experience leadership.

Is there a GOLD manual or something 
like it that explains the program?
GOLD has gone through a number of 
iterations.  We went from a very dense 
manual with lots of charts and tables 
that outline almost everything a cadet 
should do from the time he or she wakes 
up until the time he or she goes to bed 
and graduates from here.  While it was 
a great work, it was just too dense and 
many people did not look at it.  This 
past year we developed what we call a 
playbook. It went from being 140 pages 
of dense material, to being about 100 
pages of how-to.  It provides everyone 
with a guide on how to interact with 
cadets and how they can be the most 
eff ective resource for cadets.  We’ve 
gott en lots of good feedback on it.  The 
playbook is actually included in the 
Cadet Leadership Handbook, which 
we’ve given to the entire academy 
community - 1200 copies to faculty, LEAD is the strategy used by the IFL to approach the 200-week Academy 

experience called the Guide to Offi  cer and Leader Development (GOLD).
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coaches, cadets, staff , everyone who 
interfaces with the cadets on the 
academy campus.

I understand some of our sister 
academies are watching what we’re 
doing, that we’re essentially leading the 
way in leader development.
Absolutely. Our GOLD program was 
originally adopted from West Point.  
We’ve taken it and we’ve customized it 
and made it our own.  Now that we’ve 
developed a playbook, LEAD, and 
the assessment, they’re all looking at 
what we’ve done to see how they can 
duplicate that or implement it back at 
our sister academies. So over the next 
year or two, we’ll be in conversations 
with them about what’s worked, what’s 
not worked and how they can implement 
it in a place that has 4,000 students.  
Again, that’s another feather in our cap 
that demonstrates that we’re having an 
impact on military education. 

You mentioned the 200-week program 
and its many activities that occur 
throughout a cadet’s four years.  How do 
you assess the value of these leadership 
experiences and how do you assess cadet 
performance in these experiences?
We’ve just begun a brand new 
assessment program.  I talked earlier 
about the defi nition of a “leader of 
character” and how we measure that 
through what we call the stages of 
excellence, which are the fi rst 13 core 
competencies within the Coast Guard 
leadership framework.  Since we 
have that established rubric, we now 
use it to assess the programs that are 
at the academy to look at how well 
those programs actually support us in 
developing leaders of character.  

For example, this past summer we 
looked at Coastal Sail Training, T-boats, 
and two cadre experiences (Academy 
Introductory Mission Cadre and CGA 
Scholars Cadre, which is our academy 
scholars program) and did two things.  
We evaluated the 2/c cadets against those 
13 competencies to see how well they are 
progressing in their development and 
we also evaluated the programs on how 
well they are incorporating LEAD. We 
are also looking at how eff ective is the 
assessment that we developed.  

The good news is that we conducted 
well over 2200 assessments this summer 
and we know that the assessment tool 
is robust enough to help us measure 
how profi cient our cadets are becoming 
across the 13 competencies.  We also 
know from evaluating the programs 
using the LEAD strategy, that on a scale 
of 1 – 10, we’re averaging somewhere 
around 8.3.  So we’re in the B+ range 
in terms of how well LEAD is being 
used as an implementation strategy for 
GOLD.  Based upon those results from 
the summer, which was a pilot, we are 
now taking that assessment across the 
Academy.  

Within academics for example, in the 
Organizational Behavior and Leadership 
course, we’re going to evaluate the cadets 
across those 13 competencies in both the 
fall and the spring.  We are looking at the 
1/c cadets taking Organic Chemistry and 
Nautical Science IV. In athletics, we are 
using it for hockey, tennis, swimming, 
men’s basketball, softball and a few other 
sports.  

So as you can see, we’re broadening 
this assessment across the entire 
academy.  Our approach here is to 
introduce, monitor, and improve. 
We’re looking at making sure that the 
assessment is robust enough so we 
can give not only the academy, but 
mainly the cadet, useful development 
feedback.  We’re developing a common 
language and a common framework 
so that everyone who is speaking to a 
cadet is using the same language and the 
same vocabulary.  You can imagine with 
900 students, 140 faculty and about an 
additional 200 or 300 staff , this is a huge 
undertaking, but we’re taking the steps 
to introduce it and to monitor how well 
we’re doing. We’re learning and making 
changes as we go.

Can you touch on who is doing the 
assessments? Are they mandatory?
In our initial introduction of the 
assessment this summer, the practicum 
supervisors conducted the assessments 
for Coastal Sail Training and T-boats.  In 
the cadre experience, not only did the 
cadets get feedback from the supervisors, 
but also they received feedback from 
their peers, from the AIMsters and 
from the scholars themselves.  With 
academics, this year the academy will 
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The 13 Core Competencies

The above traits and features are the fi rst 13 of 28 core 
competencies outlined in the Coast Guard leadership core 
competency framework, developed in 2006. These 13 are the ones 
a cadet must be profi cient in before he or she graduates from the 
academy. Using these competencies, the IFL developed a stage of 
excellence rubric that is used to assess the cadets across each area 
at the academy to give them leader development feedback and to 
ensure that they’re service-ready.
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initially use just the faculty to do the 
evaluations. This coming summer, we 
will be involving the cadets in evaluating 
each other, too.

Having gone through the pilots and 
looking at the way we’re implementing 
it across the academy, we’ve already 
been asked a couple of times, “can this 
actually replace the Cadet Evaluation 
Report or can we make it a portion of 
it?”  I have been guiding the academy 
away from doing that until this tool 
is robust enough. I want to make sure 
that everyone’s comfortable with the 
assessment before it becomes a de facto 
standard for an actual cadet’s evaluation. 
If it becomes part of the evaluation 
process, then it’s factored into cadet 
rankings, which impacts a lot of other 
areas. I would like to say that we’re 18-24 
months away from being able to make 
that decision. At the moment, we want it 
to be mainly a developmental tool for the 
cadets.

Can you comment on how the 
assessments are structured? I believe 
I saw an evaluation that showed a 
gradation from needing improvement 
in certain areas, to being competent, to 
thriving.
Within that rubric that we developed for 
the stages of excellence, which are the 13 
core competencies, there is a progressive 
continuum for cadets.  For example, one 
of the competencies is accountability/
responsibility.  For any column within 
this rubric, there’s one for fourth class, 
third class, second class, fi rst class. 
What is required for a fourth class is less 
than the accountability/responsibility 
required for a fi rst class. So there’s a 
gradation that occurs. We evaluate the 
cadets over a continuum:  whether a 
cadet is progressing, which means that 
they’re making progress towards being 
effi  cient in that particular competency; 
they’re eff ective, which means they fully 
demonstrate that competency and have 
all the things necessary to show that they 
have accomplished profi ciency; or they’re 

The Cadet Stages of Excellence Rubric
Defi nition 4/c Follower 3/c Role Modeler 2/c Mentor 1/c Leader

Accountability 
and Responsibility

Understands the 
impact of personal 
behavior and job 

performance. 
Complies with 
CGA policies 

and regulations 
and accepts 

responsibility 
for personal 

performance.   

Recognizes the 
impact of personal 
behavior and job 
performance on 

coworkers and the CG 
Academy. Complies 
with CGA policies 

and regulations and 
accepts responsibility 

for personal 
performance and the 

performance of others.   

Supervises the 
job activities and 
performance of 

subordinates to ensure 
compliance with 
CGA policies and 

regulations.  Solves 
individual and team 

performance problems. 
Refers subordinates for 
rewards and corrective 

action as warranted.  
Accountable for 

performance of self and 
those being supervised.   

Infl uences the 
job activities and 

performance of corps 
of cadets to ensure 

compliance with CGA 
policies and regulations. 

Solves individual and 
team performance 
problems. Refers 

individuals for rewards 
and corrective action as 
warranted. Accountable 
for performance of self, 
peers, and those being 

supervised.   

Aligning Values

Understands Coast 
Guard core values to 
guide performance, 

conduct, and 
decisions. Aligns 

personal values with 
Coast Guard core 

values.

Applies Coast Guard 
core values to guide 

performance, conduct, 
and decisions. Aligns 
personal values with 

Coast Guard core 
values to model for 

others.

Communicates 
the meaning of 

Coast Guard’s core 
values to train 

subordinates. Holds 
self and subordinates 

accountable for 
demonstrating these 

values in performance 
and conduct.

Communicates the 
meaning of Coast Guard’s 

core values to others 
and holds peers and 

subordinates accountable 
for demonstrating same 

in performance and 
conduct within corps of 

cadets.

Within the above rubric, cadets are evaluated over a continuum: Progressing - making progress towards being effi  cient in that 
particular competency; Eff ective - fully demonstrating profi ciency in that competency; Thriving - not only fully profi cient, but are 
role models to others, direct others within that competency and teach people who are profi cient in that competency.
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thriving, which means that not only are 
they fully profi cient in that competency 
but they are role models to others, they 
direct others within that competency and 
they teach people who are profi cient in 
that competency.  

The expectation is that when a cadet 
graduates, he or she is fully profi cient 
in all 13. This is going to be a litt le bit 
diff erent for the academy because being 
in the middle is where we want you to 
be.  We don’t want you to be at a 7.  I 
mean it would be wonderful if everyone 
was absolutely thriving, but we also 
know that that’s unrealistic. However, 
we do know it is very realistic to be fully 
profi cient and we expect that.  

The interesting thing is that when 
we went through the assessments 
this summer, we did see that there 
was a bias towards the thriving end 
of the spectrum.  We think that’s 
because people were viewing this as 
an evaluation tool as opposed to a 
development tool. So one of the things 
we’re going to be doing this academic 
year and next summer is to get people 
to understand that scale more, what it 
means from a development perspective 
and that being in the middle is okay.  We 
want you to be in the middle. If you’re to 
the left of middle, you have development 
opportunities. If you’re to the right of the 
middle, you are exceeding expectations.  
We fully expect that well over 90% of our 
people will be in the middle.

I know that for any program to be 
successful they usually need support 
from the top.  What opportunities do you 
have to coordinate your eff orts and to 
get feedback from the superintendent and 
the senior staff  here at the academy?
We’re part of the Superintendent’s 
Division.  The IFL reports directly to the 
Assistant Superintendent and works 
directly with the Senior Leadership 
Team here at the academy.  While the 
Institute is not a part of the Senior 
Leadership Team, we att end all their 
meetings and interface with the team on 
a monthly basis. In their meetings, we 
have the opportunity to update them 
on what’s going on in the IFL.  Around 
policy time, we participate in strategy 
discussions with the superintendent.  
About once a quarter, or more frequently 
if necessary, we give a strategic update 

to the Senior Leadership Team on 
everything that’s going on with the IFL.  
Then once a month, I sit down with the 
superintendent to talk about strategic 
issues that impact the academy and how 
the IFL can help to make the leadership 
development experience bett er for the 
cadets and for the academy as a whole.

We also have an advisory committ ee, 
which is composed of members of the 
Senior Leadership Team and a number of 
special representatives, retired captains 
and admirals, and at least one outside 
individual.  We meet three times a year.  
They help us set direction, establish our 
budget and establish our priorities for 
the year.

Could you talk about how entrenched 
you are in other departments at the 
academy?
There are many examples. First, 
we provide training back out to the 
Academy.  For example, Dr. Ira Martin is 
a counseling psychologist and he’s also 
a certifi ed coach. He helped with the 
training in the LEAD mentoring program 
this year.  Currently, every staff  member 
within the IFL is a mentor. In working 
with the Leadership Development Center 
we work with their Mid-Career Offi  cer 
Transition Course. During 100th week 

3/c cadets faced various obstacles at the leadership 
reaction course at Stones Ranch Military 
Reservation on May 16, 2013 as part of their 
100th week experience. The IFL staff  worked 
closely with the Cadet Division to develop the 
exercises used throughout the course. U.S. Coast 
Guard photo by Pett y Offi  cer 3rd Class Cory J. 
Mendenhall.
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(training for the 2/c cadets before R-Day), 
we help to transition the third class 
into second class mentoring cadre. We 
helped to not only develop that program, 
but we also teach and participate in it. 
With the Engineering Department and 
the Offi  ce of Inclusion, we helped to 
develop the STEM Mentoring Academy 
and actually provided some of the initial 
funding for it.  We helped to train the 
engineering mentors and we work with 
the Offi  ce of Inclusion and Engineering 
throughout the year as they interface 
with the schools that are involved with 
the STEM Mentoring Academy. We 
helped the Offi  ce of Inclusion to develop 
its strategic plan to redesign how their 
staff  is going to work and interface with 
the academy.  We provided input into 
the Academy’s strategic plan through 
the assistant superintendent and the 
Senior Leadership Team. There are very 
few areas involving leadership around 
the Academy where we are either not 
directly involved or assisting.

You and members of your staff  also teach 
some courses?
We teach the core course Organization 
Behavior and Leadership and the course 
Negotiation and Confl ict Management.  
We also teach lessons in leadership 
and for the fi rst time we’re going to 
be teaching a course in performance 
management and sports psychology.

Can you tell me a litt le bit about what 
the Tyler Chair is and how it fi ts into the 
Institute?
In 2004/2005, Dr. James Tyler established 
an endowed Chair here in leadership at 
the Academy. The purpose of the Chair 
is to bring a leadership executive/expert 
to the Academy to conduct leadership 
seminars and courses, to address the 
Corps, and to provide them with what 
I would call “leadership goodness” 
based upon their vast experience.  The 
fi rst Chair has been ADM James Loy, 
former Commandant of the Coast 
Guard and former Assistant Secretary 
of Homeland Security. He has done an 
extremely good job in exposing cadets 
to the inner workings of Coast Guard 
headquarters (what goes on in D.C. in 
terms of budgeting) and bringing in 
maritime law and industry experts to 
help cadets understand how the Coast 

Guard interfaces with the maritime 
industry. The purpose of the Chair, 
which is the Academy’s fi rst endowed 
chair, is to bring in individuals who have 
a substantial amount of experience, who 
have served within the industry, and can 
help broaden the view of the cadets here 
at the Academy.

Clearly the Institute has a lot of 
responsibilities and is working on some 
very important programs for the cadets.  
Looking ahead, both currently and in the 
future, what are the biggest challenges 
you see facing the Institute? 
There are two things that face the 
Institute: staffi  ng and funding. This year, 
we’re fortunate to have just about a full 
complement of staff .  We have a new 
visiting scholar, Dr. Ira Martin, who’s 
really done a terrifi c job in helping us to 
solidify our assessment program and to 
expand the research that we’re doing.  
All of our research is based around what 
we’re doing with our cadets and around 
assessment.  In fact, we’ve already 
sent two papers out for publication 
that analyze the data that we’ve been 
collecting from cadets and we’re looking 
at publishing a number of other papers.  
This is a temporary assignment.  We 
need that position to be fulfi lled on a 
long-term basis.  

The other challenge is having the 
fi nances to continue maintaining our 
current programs. The biggest thing 
is that we continue to develop the 
assessments. We have 190+ programs 
to assess to determine which ones 
are eff ective and effi  cient, which ones 
aren’t, and then redesigning those while 
eliminating others. That takes quite a 
bit of work to accomplish, on top of 
maintaining our current programs.  
There are about 14: our leadership 
breakfast for cadets held each fall and 
spring semester, our youth leadership 
conference, the spirit of the bear awards, 
GOLD implementation, and more.  It’s 
important to the IFL to have the funds 
to keep those programs going.  We’ve 
grown a lot since 2005.  We’re well 
entrenched in the fabric of the academy, 
but to be able to continue to do the work 
that we’ve done is going to require that 
we have an endowed budget.


