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EXPERIENTIAL LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT (ELD) 

The Center for Experiential Leadership Development (ELD) is the bridge between the Leadership, Education, 

& Development (LEAD) Division’s curricular programs within the Leadership, Ethics and Law Department and 

USNA experiential leader programs. ELD's charter is to draw connections between the behavioral science 

theory taught in the classroom and experiential 

leadership practice. Even during the COVID-19 

pandemic, ELD remained committed to delivering 

leadership development opportunities throughout 

the Brigade in order to further the mission of  the 

Naval Academy. The following highlights from the 

2019-2020 year reveal how the core tenets of  this 

leadership curriculum remain: 

 
NATIONAL OUTDOOR LEADERSHIP 
SCHOOL (NOLS)  

Field-based leadership practicums are designed to support and complement USNA classroom leadership 

theory. Students execute and reflect on real-world decision-making in austere, unpredictable and dynamic 

wilderness environments. This past year, the Navy contract with NOLS was finalized for 84 midshipmen to 

attend backpacking, mountaineering and sea kayaking courses in Wyoming and Alaska. Due to COVID-19, the 

courses were reduced to 24 midshipmen on two backpacking courses in WY during the summer third block.  

 

 
OUTWARD BOUND SPRING BREAK HIKE AND SUMMER BLOCK TRAINING  

The Chesapeake Bay Outward Bound School (CBOBS) offers a field-based leadership practicum that 

challenges midshipmen by living as a group in a wilderness setting. Participants realize what they are truly 

capable of  and develop leadership skills that meet USNA’s demand for small-unit experiences.  
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Two midshipmen on an OBSB Hike 2020



During the 15-day summer course, CBOBS promotes 

effective teamwork and leadership development that 

emphasizes the ideals of  character, leadership and 

service. This is a transformative learning experience 

where students develop new technical skills as well as 

self  confidence. The program is designed and delivered 

by a community of  the industry’s most skilled and 

dedicated instructors. During Spring Break 2020, 18 

midshipmen participated in a five-day hike along the 

Appalachian Trail with 18 veterans from USNA and the 

community. They completed the one-on-one mentoring 

expedition just as COVID-19 began spreading in the 

United States. However, the first summer training block 

was suspended due to the virus.  
 
 

GETTYSBURG LEADERSHIP ENCOUNTER (GLE) 

The Class of  ’77 Gettysburg Leadership Encounter 

occurred over one day in December 2019 and one day 

in August 2020 at the battlefield and at USNA. Team 

captains and Brigade leadership learned about the 

responsibilities and challenges of  command through 

lessons from the Civil War battle. Midshipman leaders 

attended classes and break-out discussion sessions 

covering the leadership tenets. The two trips enabled 

teambuilding through a cohesive network of  peer support that facilitated critical professional relationships 

within the Brigade. Due to COVID-19, the summer trip was delayed to August and abbreviated to one day. 
 
 

THE NETWORK (FORMERLY NAWN) 

The Network empowers and equips midshipmen to navigate careers as leaders through increased 

opportunities for engagement, education and experiences with women officers and graduates. The Network 

cultivates an inclusive and diverse mentoring system of  women and men from USNA, the fleet and operating 

forces. The Network typically involves 400-500 midshipmen annually and provides Lean-in Circle 

opportunities, as well as four networking events throughout the year to foster mentoring and future retention 

of  women service members. 
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“The best part of the hike was having the 

ability to speak with the veterans in the group 

and gain their insight on life in and out of the 

military. Their experiences are so valuable 

and I appreciated them taking the time to 

assist us in our development.”
“This was one of the best experiences I have 

had here at the Academy.”

Midshipman repelling during OBSB hike 2020



OFFSHORE SAILING TRAINING SQUADRON (OSTS) 
OSTS is an experiential leadership opportunity that provides seamanship, navigation and small-unit 

leadership experience in the maritime environment. Upperclassmen serve as watch captains and navigators 

while 3/C midshipmen are assigned specific billets (e.g., Engineer, Supply Officer and 1st LT). Skippers and 

executive officers (XOs) are required to complete the Offshore Personal Qualification Standard, which 

includes a series of  leadership modules taught by the Leadership, Ethics & Law (LEL) Department faculty.  

 

Midshipmen undergo a crawl-walk-run phased approach to training, culminating in the return passage during 

which the midshipmen are expected to run the boat with the Skipper and XO serving in safety observer roles. 

This opportunity reinforces classroom professional courses and applies them at sea in a dynamic 

environment. Unfortunately, due to COVID-19, all OSTS cruises were suspended for the Summer 2020. 

 

 
ST. BENEDICT’S PREPARATORY SCHOOL 

Midshipmen develop their mentorship skills by working with St. Benedict’s Preparatory School, an all-male 

secondary school in Newark, NJ, with approximately 600 students. Midshipmen spend the first week helping 

the staff  and upper-class leadership team run an indoctrination period for the incoming freshmen. The 

following weeks are spent helping in the classrooms, mentoring students and executing an experiential 

leadership development course, similar to the plebe leadership course. Approximately 30 midshipmen per 

year participate, but due to COVID-19, both Zero Block and Third Block training were suspended.  

 
 

SISTERS ACADEMY OF NEW JERSEY 

Sisters Academy operates on an 11-month, extended-day school year model and provides support for pre-

adolescent girls (grades 5-8). The program helps students realize their potential by using education and 

mentorship as their tools for success.Two midshipmen are invited to participate in professional training in 

experiential leadership via a combination of  practical experience and guided reflection. As mentors and role 

models, these midshipmen strengthen their creative problem-solving skills, enhance their innovative thinking 

and hone their ability to adapt to dynamic situations. Due to COVID-19, Block One training at Sisters 

Academy was suspended.  
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NAVAL ACADEMY LEADERSHIP CONFERENCE (NALC) 

NALC 2020 was a four-day conference examining the importance of  mentorship with the theme Invest in Your 

People: The Power of Mentorship. In January, the midshipmen in the NALC staff  hosted more than 350 

students and faculty from more than 70 schools, including 10 U.S. and international service academies. 

Panels included a Medal of  Honor panel, “Mentoring Across Cultural Differences” and “The Importance of  

Role Models, Mentors and Coaches.” The Forrestal Lecture was given by ADM James Stavridis ’76, former 

NATO Supreme Allied Commander. 

 
 

NL425 ENGINEERING LEADERSHIP COURSE 

Engineering Leadership (NL425) is offered by the Aerospace Engineering Department as an upper-level 

humanities course to better prepare students for leadership and project management roles in a more 

technical and experiential environment. During the practical application projects, which seek to replicate a 

technical environment, students are expected to display project management and technical leadership skills 

while working in teams. In order to achieve their objective, NL425’s curriculum addresses three areas: 

leading teams, leading work and leading innovation. The course provides instruction using lectures, reading 

assignments, classroom discussion, group projects and various experiential learning activities with content 

that focuses on the following themes: communication, team dynamics, leadership styles, creativity and 

project management.  

 

The course is currently taught by CAPT Kenneth S. Reightler Jr. ’73, USN (Ret.), a former NASA astronaut. 

ELD covered the costs of  the course’s January offsite project trip to southern Maryland involving non-profit 

organizations near NAS Patuxent River.  
 
 

RESEARCH ON LEADER TRAITS AND CHARACTERISTICS  

Experiential Leader Development (ELD) Professor Marcus Hedahl, Ph.D., philosopher in LEL, worked with the 

Center for ELD to create and pilot a stoic philosophy handbook to be used over the five days of  the Outward 

Bound Spring Break Hike. Daily stoic exercises and reflections were discussed in small groups, with input 

and insight from the veterans. ELD collected data was collected during pre- and post-hike surveys, as well as 

a journal entry from each of  the 18 midshipman participants. 

 
 

THANK YOU 
Thank you for your support of  ELD. ELD is an essential part of  bringing transformative experiences to 

midshipmen so that they can take on modern leadership challenges. Thank you for your investment in 

creating strong leaders and shaping midshipmen into the dedicated future officers they will become. 
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