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Author Introduction to the excerpts below from 21ST Century Leadership 

I published 21st Century Leadership in 2001 when I was still an active public speaker, 
using concepts from my speeches and leadership training sessions to write the book.  
I sold the book after speaking engagements because people who liked my message 
wanted something in hand to help them with implementation back at the office. 

Parts of 21st Century Leadership have aged badly.  Some topical references are 
difficult for today’s readers to place.  Sometimes I was just wrong about a company’s 
future success or failure. 

But other parts of the book still provide effective, actionable insights that can help 
organizational leaders – in business or in K-12 education – inspire their team 
members and lead their organizations to unprecedented success. 

I’ve condensed a 100+ book into a baker’s dozen pages of highlights that I hope you 
find worthy of reading, discussing and putting into action. 

At the end of these excerpts I’ve added a two-page bonus section that provides 
current and new K-12 CTE leaders with action steps to create CTE programs that 
maximize opportunities for all students. 

Questions?  Please feel free to email me at any time at:  lefty@canyongrp.com  

Dave “Lefty” Lefkowith:  2018 

 
 

What is 21st Century Leadership? 
 

 
21st Century Leaders Create a Culture of: 

 

• Mission 
• Performance 
• Customer-Focus 
• Innovation and Anticipation 
• Integrity 

 
21st Century Leaders are passionate about their vision and mission.  They are performance-driven 
winners with an uncompromising customer focus. 
 
21st Century Leaders drive their organizations forward to achieve unprecedented results and 
breakthrough innovations.  21st Century Leaders operate with unparalleled integrity. 
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Tactical Leadership:  “Let’s Take that Hill!” – tactical, “on the ground” leadership occurs 
throughout an organization, and it is invaluable.   
 
Tactical leadership provides the day-to-day motivation and alignment that drives each team in a larger 
organization forward.  A lack of effective tactical leadership hamstrings an organization (even one 
with a superior strategy) through ineffective implementation. 
 
The key qualities of effective tactical leaders include:   
 

• capable of providing hands-on “leadership through example;”  
 
• capable of understanding and following clearly articulated instructions;  and   
 
• capable of delivering results based on an established plan. 

 
Effective tactical leaders are typically characterized by charisma, energy and focus. 
 
This type of effective tactical leader is incredibly valuable to an organization – but this tactical 
leadership style also represents a subtle trap for both the individual and the organization. 
 
In a fast-paced, competitive, wired environment, tactical leaders often need more immediate direction 
than evolving circumstances allow.  One of the most common complaints I hear among tactical leaders 
in established industries is:  “Why don’t they just tell us the plan, and then stick to it?” 
 
This question betrays the critical shortcoming of tactical leadership – tactical leadership responds to 
guidance and circumstances, rather than anticipating events and taking responsibility for creating an 
effective ground-level response.  
An individual who focuses on excelling at tactical leadership frequently finds that he/she is trapped in 
a career path with a very shallow trajectory.  These people are prized for their implementation 
capabilities, but they do not develop the skills, attitudes and successes that enable them to earn key 
promotions. 
 
The most effective form of tactical leadership combines traditional “lead by example” traits 
with effective anticipation and creativity.  Unfortunately, anticipation and creativity are not 
typically covered in traditional leadership training, or passed on in an organization through effective 
mentoring.  
 
But these and similar skills are essential if an individual is to progress in his/her career.  These 
leadership skills enable an organization to respond properly to key opportunities and threats in today’s 
“hyper-speed” business and social environment. 
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Strategic Leadership:  “Win the War!” – strategic thinking ties key concepts and trends 
together to frame an effective course of action for an entire organization.   
 
Strategic leadership provides the organization with a direction and a purpose that, if the strategy is 
effective, will lead to broader, more enduring measures of success. 
 
Among the critical traits of an effective strategic leader are:   
 

• aware of broader trends and truths, able to transcend the immediate to  synthesize a 
comprehensive vision;  

 
• able to recognize key opportunities and develop solutions that address external 

challenges and overcome internal constraints;  and   
 
• capable of staying focused on “the bigger picture” despite more mundane day-to-day 

crises. 
 
Effective strategic leaders are typically characterized by keen intellect, reflection and a rigorous sense 
of logic. 
 
Transformational 21st Century Leadership – individuals who can combine key elements of 
tactical and strategic leadership, and then operate effectively in today’s ever-changing business and 
social environments, typically will share five key qualities: 
 

Qualities of 21st Century Leaders 
 

Quality 1) Passionate about his/her vision 
Quality 2) Comfortable with self-reflection and personal change 
Quality 3) Confident enough to leverage failure 
Quality 4) Driven by a competitive attitude towards performance 
Quality 5) Capable of “hands off” leadership 

 
Effective 21st Century Leaders are “about something” – they are passionate about whatever they stand 
for. 
 
Perhaps the single most important lesson I’ve learned in my career – through my own successes and 
failures, and through the decades of advice I’ve offered to individuals and organizations – is that 
everyone should be about something.  Top performers always have a perspective or a set of issues 
or a mission that they believe provides the key to great performance. 
 
The absolute best performers are flexible enough to evolve their passion, accepting input from 
others, learning from victories and defeats, and adapting critical new technologies to 
continuously enhance their vision. 
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Even more remarkable, top 21st Century Leaders are comfortable with self-reflection and personal 
change.  Unlike yesterday’s more traditional top-down CEOs, effective 21st Century Leaders are 
constantly seeking input from below, synthesizing new plans and identifying new opportunities 
through a permanent dialectic.   
 
The best leaders of today and tomorrow are the type of people you’d most want to spend time with.  
They are the type of people whom you can tell:  “Hey, you’re wrong!” without this comment becoming 
a career limiting event. 
 
The most effective 21st Century Leaders are confident enough to leverage failure.  First of all, they’re 
confident enough to acknowledge failure.  And this is important – CEOs and other top business leaders 
who have never had a profound business failure experience really scare me.  Why?  Because the first 
few moments of:  a) flying;  and  b) driving a car off the cliff feel very much the same.  Unfortunately, 
the end results differ dramatically. 
 
While the best 21st Century Leaders accept the possibility of failure, they hate it.  These leaders are 
driven by a competitive attitude towards performance; they feel a compelling need to win.  They propel 
themselves to maximum performance at all times, and they are driven to provide their teams and 
organizations with dramatically escalated goals – both to maximize performance and to promote 
“paradigm prison break” thinking (i.e. “We’re never going to meet these goals doing business the way 
we’ve always done it!”). 
 
Finally, 21st Century Leaders aren’t afraid to “let go of the wheel” – to let individuals throughout the 
organization drive forward and “self-coordinate.”  The best leaders are capable of “hands off 
leadership” – driving an organization forward through motivation and expertise.  They serve as shining 
examples of individuals who care enough to maximize performance, who are smart enough to figure 
out what the right thing to do is every step of the way – and who are brave enough to resist ordering 
people around. 
 
Time and time again, I’ve witnessed effective leaders becoming far more effective by “letting go of the 
wheel” and focusing on leadership through vision, motivation and acknowledged expertise.  The 
results have been dramatic:  the organizations have surged forward to achieve historic successes.  
 
The 21st Century Leaders who exhibit these key qualities also typically exhibit several important 
leadership traits: 
 

21st Century Leadership Traits 
 

• Ability to articulate an appealing, motivating vision 
• Ability to share creative “leap frog” thinking 
• Ability to understand and leverage key enabling technologies 
• Ability to motivate and develop deep loyalties 
• Ability to identify and seize key transformational relationships 

 



21st Century Leadership, by Dave Lefkowith 

Excerpts from 21st Century Leadership – page 5 

The old model of leadership, where a chief architect leader delivered plans and decisions from on 
high, is bankrupt.  This is a model destined for failure in a connected world.  Today, the key mission 
of a leader is to relentlessly communicate a vision for the organization, based on immutable 
and appealing values that drive the behaviors and decisions of employees. 
 
Leaders today should conceive of themselves as guides, not bosses.  As a guide, the leader is tasked 
with indicating the general direction for the organization.  Of course the leader can still clearly, 
unmistakably, forcefully indicate which areas are off limits – business is not anarchy, even in the 
Internet age. 
 
But leaders at literally every level in the organization should realize that decentralizing information 
technologies and rapidly evolving business conditions make top down decisions inapplicable even as 
they are promulgated.  These decisions will be unpopular – they’ll turn off and maybe even force out 
the organization’s brightest prospects.  Just as bad, these decisions will be damaging for the 
organization as often as they create value. 
 
Therefore, 21st Century Leaders are in the business of educating team members on values and vision, 
and motivating top performance based on the essential appeal of their mission and their aura. 
 
Educate – a 21st Century Leader’s first task is to identify and distill the core, enduring, appealing 
values that represent the soul of the company.  Because values endure.   
 
Leaders – especially new leaders or turnaround leaders – need as their first priority to identify, distill 
and then publicize the enduring, appealing values as the “soul” of the vision that will drive the 
organization’s performance. 
 
This vision should be motivating, exciting, galvanizing.  The best companies have a tangible 
enthusiasm among the workforce, a feeling of “ask not what your company can do for you, but what 
you can do for your company.”  This type of enthusiasm is not an accident – it happens consistently 
in companies that are values- and vision-driven. 
For better or worse, the 21st Century Leader should be prepared to repeat these guiding values and 
vision over and over and over again, to audiences throughout the company and among strategic allies, 
vendors, retirees and local stakeholders.   
 
In my experience, perhaps the hardest task for many top executives is the obligation to repeat 
their mantra of values and vision over and over and over again.  But this is truly essential stuff.  
First, there really are some people who “don’t get it” until they’ve heard these key points six or seven 
times.  Repetition is the key to getting these people with the program. 
 
But even more importantly, repeating the appealing and enduring message of values and 
vision over and over and over again gives an executive or manager an aura of leadership, 
energy and noble purpose.  Leaders are often most successful when they appeal to the troops, like 
Henry V on his saddle, to battle on against the odds.  Leaders capture the hearts and minds of 
their team members when they educate the entire organization, repeatedly and relentlessly, 
about their core values and vision. 
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Motivate – the best duty for most leaders is to stroll around the organization and make a strong 
personal impression among the employees they lead – what I call:  “leading from the front lines.” 
 
There are shy leaders who don’t like this duty.  There are also leaders who are not well liked, for whom 
these tours around company facilities inevitably involve conflict and unpleasant exchanges with 
disgruntled employees.   
 
But the vast majority of leaders – especially at the CEO level – are welcome, even embraced in their 
trips around the company.  As Colin Powell noted, every soldier remembers the moment when he or 
she met the Commanding Officer. 
 
Besides giving the 21st Century Leader one more chance to spread the gospel of values and vision, 
these tours are a great way to observe and learn how front line employees are leveraging local 
conditions to their advantage.  This enables perceptive leaders to make timely observations and ask 
provocative questions when they come across similar conditions at a different business site. 
 
These tours are also a chance to communicate an image to the troops.  When I’ve written suggested 
remarks for senior executives, the image I strongly recommend for them combines: 
 

• an aura of caring, so employees feel that a commendable human being they identify with 
and support is controlling their careers and destiny; 

 

• a perception of toughness, because business is a battlefield and the best companies are 
tough enough to push through the noise and confusion to seize success;   

 

• a sense of urgency;  perhaps the single most important element of 21st Century Leadership 
is the ability for leaders to help the organization leap forward to address key issues and 
leverage major opportunities;  and 

 

• a palpable sense of excitement, as if all the great accomplishments lie just within reach of 
the organization and its employees. 
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Guide – the 21st Century Leader demands that the individuals develop their skills and achieve high 
performance levels.  And it always helps, when you’re being demanding, if you’re specific. 
 
So leaders should invest heavily in developing personalized development plans for each member of 
their team.  Especially in the executive ranks, this development plan should include, but not necessarily 
be limited to: 
 
• the business goals for this individual, including specifics on how this team member intends 

to grow shareholder value beyond current expectations; 
 
• the team building, cultural development and organizational development goals this person 

intends to set for his/her area of responsibility.  Very specifically stated in this section should 
be milestones for determining whether or not these qualitative goals have been achieved;  
and 

 
• the personal development plans this individual intends to implement.  Very specifically 

stated in this section should be the events, training courses and other resources this 
individual intends to use for self-development, with milestones to measure progress, success 
or failure. 

 
Leaders too rarely focus on the development of their team members.  But just as 21st Century Leaders 
need to focus on self-development (see Chapter 6 – Are You an Effective Leader?), it’s also essential 
that they focus on the training and development of their team members. 
 
The best leaders will also participate actively in training and management development initiatives for 
employees throughout the organization. 
 
 
Review and Assess – at the end of the day, effective leaders must be tough enough to make the 
hard decisions, based on performance. 
 
After educating, motivating and guiding employees, the 21st Century Leader has the right to expect 
superior long-term performance.  And where superior performance is not forthcoming, the leader has 
the obligation to act appropriately. 
 
Especially in the upper echelons where they pay the big bucks, the first imperative is that leaders either 
promote or terminate executives who deserve their respective fate, based on performance.  Performance 
must be broadly defined, to include not only short-term business results but also the individual’s ability 
(or failure) to build high performing teams and perform based on the company’s values and vision.   
 
This is a short-coming in more CEOs and highly placed executives than anyone would imagine.  There 
are far too many business leaders who don’t like to give their people bad news.  They are hesitant to 
fire anyone, even those who richly deserve to be terminated. 
 
Business is a tough, conflict-ridden endeavor – and, inevitably, there will be casualties in any endeavor 
worth pursuing.  The 21st Century Leader’s job is to make sure that the “wrong” people – those who can’t perform 
based on values and vision – are terminated before they become a limitation on the rest of the team. 
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Leaders must allocate resources in the same decisive, demanding way.  There is no bigger mistake 
in business than allocating capital out of habit.  Instead of following custom, the 21st Century 
Leader must allocate resources only to those business leaders who provide results (again, 
broadly defined to include both short-term results and the ability to build long-term value by 
leveraging values and vision). 
 
 
Values and Vision – the first self-diagnostic question a leader needs to ask him/herself is:  “Can 
anyone in this organization state the values and vision that are so important to creating long-term 
value?  And do they believe in and follow these values and vision?” 
 
 
Are Your Values and Vision Highly Motivating – are your values and vision highly motivating 
to all employees and organizational stakeholders?” Or do you have a “blah blah” mission statement, 
a “standard” set of values, and a tired vision that motivates no one? 
 
I’m a believer in good mission statements.  Organizations with good mission statements have a strong 
competitive advantage, because they have a natural rallying cry that every team member can use, at 
any time, to generate enthusiasm and make good business decisions. 
 
Good mission statements share the same three attributes: 
 

1) they’re short.  Any mission statement that requires a 42 word sentence is not a true mission 
statement; 

 
2) they’re memorable.  Employees up and down the line can easily recall them;  and 

 
3) they give employees clear and distinct guidance on how to make decisions.  They truly 

guide performance. 
 
In my opinion, the best mission statement of all-time is:   
 

“Remember the Alamo!” 
 

Disregarding for a moment what you might think of the politics of the old Texans, this mission 
statement is short, memorable and distinctive, a rallying cry that drove the Texans to achieve their 
vision. 
 
At Procter & Gamble we spent a great deal of time at the launch of a new product to develop a mission 
statement for that brand – what we called a brand statement.  The best brand statement I ever came 
across was my first brand statement at P&G.  When I helped introduce disposable diapers with elastic 
leggings to the world as part of the Luvs Diapers brand team, our brand statement was:   
 

"Luvs is a premium-priced, premium-performance diaper providing unparalleled infant comfort."   
 
This simple statement was genius – it guided the brand team in everything we did, from advertising to 
pricing to product development to packaging to promotion, etc.  Our jingle was:  "Your baby's 
comfort begins with Luvs." 
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We were very successful, and we made a lot of money for P&G. 
 
As you consider highly successful companies, a mission statement that grabs me is one from 
Southwest Airlines:   
 

“The mission of Southwest Airlines is dedication to the highest quality of Customer Service 
delivered with a sense of warmth, friendliness, individual pride and Company Spirit.”   

 
This is clever, it’s memorable (well, it could be shorter), and it gives all employees practical guidance on 
how to behave.  This is a good one.  And the sustained value created by highly motivated Southwest 
Airlines employees clearly indicates that these are not empty words – this mission statement embodies 
the spirit, values and vision that drive every single member of that incredibly successful organization. 
 
Finally, organizations in the public sector can benefit tremendously from memorable, motivating 
mission statements.  In fact, David Struhs, the Secretary for Florida’s Department of Environmental 
Protection, developed what I consider to be the best mission statement of modern times: 
 

"More Protection, Less Process." 
 
This mission statement for Florida’s DEP is memorable, motivating and “mission-clarifying.”  It has 
helped Florida’s DEP, under David’s leadership, facilitate new standards of environmental protection, 
while participating in the passage of an unprecedented act to protect the Everglades. 
 
Now consider your organization.  Do you have a similarly motivating set of values and vision that 
drives your employees forward?  Can they repeat a simple mantra that, at any point in their day, will 
guide them to make important decisions that are aligned with the corporation’s long-term point of 
view? 
 
Do they even realize that their organization has a point of view? 
 
 
Performance-Based Turnover – have you terminated any member of your organization based 
on performance over the last two years? 
 
We’re not talking here about people who have retired, or who left for better jobs (although if an 
employee left for another job because you indicated that termination was the only other alternative, 
then that qualifies). 
 
What we’re looking for here is, have you as a leader developed a culture of performance that is so 
strong that all team members realize that they must perform or be terminated? 
 
This may be a sweeping statement to make, but it is the very, very rare organization that doesn’t need 
to upgrade its talent base, especially at the executive level.  Almost without exception, companies I’ve 
worked with (either as a leader or a consultant) would have benefited substantially by upgrading 
personnel in one or more key positions. 
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And yet many leaders are loath to do this.  They get comfortable with the individuals involved (often 
because they’ve been colleagues for years or decades).  They reconcile themselves to the “partial 
package” that these individuals deliver.  They are risk averse in terms of seeking a better performer. 
 
Perhaps it’s simply not part of that organization’s culture to take on mediocre performance as a 
terminating issue. 
 
Yet I’ve found that leaders who act in this regard – who find the lowest performing team members 
and terminate them – find three major positive results: 
 

1) the entire team is upgraded.  All new hires bring new perspectives, new experiences, new 
strengths and new energy to the team; 

 
2) the holdover employees are more motivated.  At the highest levels, executives who realize 

that they too must deliver results are suddenly less complacent and more effective.   
 

(Note – leaders must make clear that the reasons they terminated the former colleague 
centered around performance and behaviors.  You don’t want executives, in a panic, to 
resort to caution as their response to turnover.); and 

 
3) employees of the company are typically quite pleased, since they probably already knew 

that this team member needed replacement.  Leaders rarely make any decision as popular 
as replacing an under-performing team member. 

 
I’m not arguing for “turnover for turnover’s sake.”  That would be idiotic. 
 
But I will make this challenge:  does any organization really have a team that doesn’t need new blood 
at least once every two years? 
 
 
Unpredictability – breaking the routine is one of the most effective leadership tools in enhancing 
organizational motivation and performance. 
 
There is a bit of value in “unpredictability for the sake of unpredictability.”  Routine is the enemy of 
excitement and motivation.  Worse, routine lulls people and organizations, making them less attentive 
to environmental changes, less adaptive, less resilient. 
 
If you regularly shake things up, both professionally and personally, to insure that people and 
organizations stay on their toes that’s a good thing. 
 
 
Input from Within Your Organization – top performing leaders benefit from input given to 
them from individuals throughout the organization.  These are not necessarily top management 
individuals – in fact, in the best case there are individuals at every level of the organization that feel 
empowered to give their boss their view on things. 
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The key here is being able to distinguish between sycophancy and input.  Input doesn’t have to be 
negative to be helpful – but input from suck-ups is unlikely to contain the nuggets of insight that 
might help a leader improve his/her performance. 
 
So think hard about your contacts within your company.  Who e-mails you, who calls you on the 
phone, who provides you with their opinions, insights and reactions? 
 
If you are a high level leader and you receive substantive, considered input on matters of significance 
from individuals throughout the organization – say at least once a month – that’s good!  This level of 
interaction between a high level leader and the “guts” of the organization will help you receive timely 
insights on your decisions, your style and any unanticipated changes in local business environments. 
 
 
Broadening Your Leadership Style – if you’ve ever watched your golf swing or your tennis 
swing on videotape, you’ve probably had the same reaction I had:  “Man, I can’t believe that this is 
what I look like.” 
 
But you may also find that, given the evidence of the videotape, it is much easier for you to make 
positive changes in your style, and these style changes then enhance your game. 
 
The same phenomenon is true for media training – every leader should go through media training (so 
as not to panic when the truck from 60 Minutes roles up to your driveway), and an essential part of any 
media training is videotaping a mock interview and analyzing the playback. 
 
In exactly the same way, leaders will improve their leadership style only by making a conscious effort 
to think about their style in a focused, disciplined way.  But it’s not possible to videotape actual 
executive interactions, so you don’t have the benefit of a playback. 
 
Therefore, leaders will improve their capabilities only if they make a conscious effort to understand: 
 

• what their leadership style is – or more likely, what combinations of styles they exhibit, and 
which are effective in different settings; 

 
• how their style leads to positive and negative outcomes – because it’s invariably true that 

everyone’s greatest strength is their greatest weakness.  People who are eloquent (like 
me) often talk too much (no comment).  People who are analytical often react slowly.  
People who are self-confident are often stubborn and resistant to input.  Understanding 
your style, and how to manage your strengths so that you minimize the resulting 
weaknesses, is critically important; and 

 
• how they can enhance/amend/change their style to become more effective.  

Improvements rarely result from impromptu efforts.  Improvements in performance far 
more often result from focused attention, specific observations, concrete resolutions and 
review/follow-up. 

 
There is no way that a leader serious about golf (we’ve covered a lot of the waterfront here) will play 
golf for a year without taking at least one lesson – or, at the very least, without listening to others in 
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the foursome comment on some aspect of his game.  (Or at least without looking at someone else 
playing well and trying to analyze how to copy that particular stroke.) 
 
So leaders should understand that they can and should make the same type of explicit, dedicated 
approach to understanding and improving their leadership style. 
 
 
Handling Failure – many leaders don’t even like to talk about failure.  Perhaps they feel that they’ve 
never failed themselves.  And perhaps they don’t even like losers. 
 
I don’t think this is a very realistic attitude, especially not in corporate America. 
 
I’ve always been struck, when reading about top performing athletes, how they have a consuming 
passion for winning.  Bob Gibson confessed in a book he co-authored that he couldn’t bring himself 
to lose to his young daughter in tick-tack-toe.  Michael Jordan talked with wry insight during a 
television profile about how he has a hard time losing to his son in any basketball game.   
 
David Halberstam, in his wonderful book The Breaks of the Game about the Portland Trailblazers, 
observes about Dr. Jack Ramsey (the former coach of the Trailblazers and a charming man when not 
coaching) that the paradigm for the successful professional sports coach is not necessarily the same 
as the paradigm for a happy individual. 
 
These individuals are all consumed by winning – this obsession forms the core of their competitive 
success.  And in the unique world of sports, winning and losing are easy to define.  You know when 
the competition is on, and when the competition is over. And while it doesn’t happen often, there is 
the possibility for an undefeated season. 
 
But besides Rocky Marciano, there is no such thing as an undefeated career in sports.  Even the best 
winners have to learn how to lose. 
 
And in business – where the “game” is continuous, where the results are much more subtle and harder 
to judge, and where there are a hundred “contests,” large and small, overlapping and perpetual – being 
undefeated is a stupid concept. 
 
The fact is, we all lose in business, at some time or another.  We’ve all made bad decisions.  We’ve all 
chosen wrong.  We’ve all failed. 
 
So the key point is not whether or not we have failed in our careers – because we all have – the key point 
is:  How do we handle failure? 
 
More to the point, the key point for a 21st Century Leader is:  “How do I role model for the 
organization the proper reaction to failure?” 
 
In the best case scenario, a leader learns how to reach out and “congratulate and commiserate” – to 
thank high potential leaders for taking intelligent chances, and to sympathize when good choices turn 
out bad. 
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There is, of course, no advantage to reaching out in a positive way to individuals who have made bad 
choices.  An individual who provides a bribe to a foreign official and then gets caught doesn’t deserve 
commiseration for failing – this person deserves termination. 
 
So we’re not preaching a culture of failure here. 
 
What’s important is that leaders create a culture that is tolerant of intelligent failure.  And that the leader 
role models this behavior by taking the time to reach out to project leaders of failed opportunity 
laboratories to say:  “It was a good try.  You and the team worked hard and deserve our 
congratulations.  Ain’t life tough?  I look forward to your next effort, which I’m confident will turn 
out better.” 
 
 
Sources of Candid Input – now think about the individuals who have the most frequent access 
to you.  Do any of them have the liberty to give you candid, objective input (even negative input) 
whenever they want? 
 
Exclude your significant other (not because this input isn’t important, simply because it is unlikely 
your significant other is there with you during the bulk of your organizational interactions). 
 
Now think again:  who among the individuals you regularly have contact with is empowered to give 
you direct, negative input whenever they want to? 
 
If you have one or more individuals who fit into this category, you are blessed indeed.  Because none 
of us can improve without some type of external feedback on our performance.  And videotape being 
unavailable, your feedback must come from individuals.   
 
Unless this type of individual exists, you as a leader are bereft of helpful corrective insights. 
 
You should have one or more individuals who regularly – at their own inclination, and without any hesitation 
or delay – provide you with unbiased critical feedback about your performance, your decisions, your 
style or even the shoes you’re wearing.   
 
 

Bonus Section: 21ST Century Leadership for K-12 CTE Leaders 

Although I had a full and fulfilling career in business before my tenure at the Louisiana 
Department of Education, I am not one of those private sector stakeholders who 
believe that schools or school districts should run like a business.  K-12 entities are a 
completely different type of enterprise, with a different mission, different success 
metrics and different leadership needs. 

That being said, I believe that K-12 leaders can learn from the best practices of 
industry leaders.  And CTE leaders are the “closest cousins” to industry leaders, so 
they can learn the most. 

 
 



21st Century Leadership, by Dave Lefkowith 

Excerpts from 21st Century Leadership – page 14 

Bonus Section: First Four Action Steps for New CTE Leaders 

If you’re a new CTE leader or seeking to become one, these are four action steps you 
should consider pursuing at the beginning of your tenure: 

1) Introduce yourself to the LDOE Jump Start team – developing a positive 
relationship with the LDOE CTE team makes sense on so many dimensions, 
there’s no excuse not to.  There is an old mythology that somehow the LDOE 
exists to oppose and undermine districts and schools.  In my experience, 
nothing could be farther from the truth.  Reach out to JumpStart@la.gov to 
meet and engage with key LDOE CTE leaders.  Let them know you’d be 
grateful for their guidance and support.  Given the invitation to be helpful, they 
will be more supportive and valuable than you could imagine. 

2) Find two mentors – your first mentor should be an experienced CTE Supervisor 
from a district near enough so that you can drive over and confer whenever you 
need help.  Your second mentor should be a senior leader within your district / 
CMO.   
Nothing is more flattering than being approached by someone who says:  “I 
admire what you’ve been able to accomplish.  I am hoping that you’d be willing 
to dedicate a modest amount of time to help me become the type of leader that 
you are.”  Using this approach you are 100% likely to recruit dedicated mentors, 
individuals who support your success, with the talent to help you avoid land 
mines and find gold mines.   
You can ask your LDOE contacts who a good CTE Supervisor mentor might 
be, or you can recruit a mentor at a semi-annual CTE Leadership Academy 
regional meeting.  Finding the right internal / district mentor is a bit tougher. The 
goal:  identifying the individual who has the right combination of:  a) desire to 
see you succeed; and  b) organizational heft. 

3) Walk through a really great technical center to see what’s possible – ask your 
LDOE contact to introduce you to the CTE Supervisor and/or principal 
responsible for a “best practices” technical center.  Take a tour of the facility 
and plan to accomplish everything you’ve seen or more.  Get inspired! 

4) Work with principals – principals control what happens in their schools.  What 
classes teachers offer, what courses counselors schedule students to take, 
what workplace-based learning innovations are implemented . . . all of these 
depend on principals.  Make it a priority to engage with all your middle school 
and high school principals.  Find out what their priorities are.  Determine how 
you can align your vision with their priorities.  Stay in constant, positive contact. 

As you pursue these first steps, review the Academy’s in-person and online training 
resources.  Complete the practical exercises required for badging and certification 
and use them as implementation plans.  Turn this training into reality.  Good luck! 
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Bonus Section: Advice for Experienced CTE Leaders 

If you’re an experienced CTE leader, I have some unexpected advice: 

1) Become more unpredictable and dedicated to innovation – if you’re running a 
great CTE program, change!  If it ain’t broke, break it!   Introduce unexpected 
new initiatives that energize schools, principals, teachers and counselors.  
Develop customized initiatives for each of your principals and their schools.  
Stir things up.  Dare to innovate. 

2) Develop resource-expanding enterprise plans – find ways to secure more of the 
CTE resources available to your district / CMO and invest them in initiatives 
that create positive student outcomes and parental enthusiasm.   
Make sure that you work with your Business Manager to accurately determine 
all of the CTE funding streams that should be invested in pathways, teacher 
training and workplace-based learning that transforms student opportunities.  
Use the spreadsheet provided in our training, customized for your district / 
school(s).  Reach out to LDOE contacts to help you hone your thinking.  
Bounce your ideas off your best peers.  
Then brief your Superintendent on how you can enhance school and district 
accountability scores – and parental approval of district / CMO performance – 
once you secure all of the funding necessary to pursue your enterprise plan. 

3) Advocate – use the processes we cover in the Academy and others that you 
develop yourself to be an outspoken advocate for high-value CTE student 
outcomes.  Crystallize your vision . . . condense it into a motivating vision 
statement . . . repeat it over and over and over and over again . . . and create a 
momentum for the transformational vision you believe is possible. 

4) Work with principals – make principals your most enthusiastic supporters of 
your vision.  Help them model the accountability point improvements they can 
achieve by implementing initiatives (courses, teacher training, workplace-based 
learning, etc.) that align with your vision.  Help them fight with the district for 
their fair share of CTE funding.  Become an ardent ally of your principals, and 
they will become effective agents for Jump Start excellence. 

Don’t forget that you have an obligation to help build the next generation of CTE 
leaders by serving as a mentor for some deserving, highly-motivated new CTE 
Supervisor or technical center principal. 

And don’t forget to have fun . . . leading to a new enthusiasm for your job as you 
pursue the types of initiatives you wouldn’t have even dreamed about before. 

 

Never hesitate to reach out to me if I can help. 
Dave “Lefty” Lefkowith - 2018 


