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Abstract: Leadership is an elusive and widely debated concept across dis-
ciplinary boundaries and is often contested in scholarship of learning and 
teaching. This article troubles models and conceptualisations of leadership 
in Students as Change Agents (SACHA), an interdisciplinary challenge-based 
course offered at the University of Edinburgh, Scotland. “Troubling” is under-
stood as the unearthing or undermining of existing hegemonic assumptions 
about a concept. Through an analysis of survey data and qualitative interviews 
with students and staff on the course, along with group dynamic analysis, 
we explore a case of an interdisciplinary, challenge-based classroom as a 
space for, and of, contestation of leadership. In this article, we trouble lead-
ership by (1) highlighting how the role of the coach and the interdisciplinary, 
challenge-based course design destabilize familiar patterns of teamwork 
and leadership and (2) emphasizing how notions of leadership are rooted 
in subtle disciplinary commitments. This analysis leads us to characterize 
“interdisciplinary leadership” as a temporal sensibility where interdisciplin-
ary teamwork requires a high degree of flexibility and responsiveness. This 
research contributes to the practical facilitation of teamwork in these contexts 
where leadership can be better learnt and taught if understood as a temporal 
sensibility that can be taken up, put down, passed around, and shared by any 
and all members.

Keywords: challenge-based learning, Edinburgh Futures Institute, interdis-
ciplinarity, leadership, teamwork

Leadership is like beauty, it is hard to define, but you know it when you see it.
(Bennis & Nanus, 1985, p. 41)
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Introduction

High-impact educational practices, including interdisciplinary and chal-
lenged-based learning and teaching, are garnering increased attention in 
higher education institutions (HEIs), where they have the potential to enhance 
student engagement, academic success, and even retention rates (Kuh, 2008; 
Carmichael & LaPierra, 2014; Stephen & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2021; Quaye et al., 
2019). Similarly, there is growing pressure for universities to provide a more 
holistic education, including soft skill development and teamwork abilities, 
to better prepare students for working life (Cinque, 2016; Ornellas et al., 2019; 
Thornhill-Miller et al., 2023). Reports prepared by industry (Morrison et al., 
2011; Mourshed et al., 2014), government (Crosier et al., 2015; European Com-
mission, 2012), and HEIs themselves (University of Edinburgh, 2019) show 
the already emerging consequences of such skill gaps. The development of 
leadership skills is amongst the primary concerns in these reports. A relatively 
recent literature has brought together these two concerns, linking high-impact 
education practices with leadership development (Crosby, 2016; Jenkins & 
Endersby, 2019; Petre, 2020). In this article, we focus our enquiry on Students 
as Change Agents (SACHA), an interdisciplinary course at the University of 
Edinburgh, Scotland. With its challenge-based design and learning outcomes 
like critical thinking, team working, problem solving, collaboration, confi-
dence, innovation, resilience, and integrity, SACHA is a well-suited empirical 
site to interrogate interdisciplinary leadership. Although leadership is not an 
expressed learning outcome of the course, it emerged consistently and per-
sistently in our interviews with students and staff, as well in conversations 
amongst our team upon reviewing the results of our analysis of group dynamic.

The aim of this article is to “trouble” leadership, by demonstrating how 
various disciplinary viewpoints have emerged, and are held by students and 
staff involved in SACHA. This empirical evidence points towards the interdis-
ciplinary classroom as a site of contestation of leadership and team working 
roles. This troubling is an important step towards both theorizing interdisci-
plinary leadership, as well as practicing and teaching its related skill sets. There 
is in fact an existing precedent for troubling leadership. One such paper, aimed 
at troubling notions of the “ideal” (male) leader argues, “it is time to challenge 
traditional, masculine views of leadership and ideal leaders and question how 
leaders are developed” (Bierema, 2016, p. 129), while another troubles the role 
of “niceness” in leadership education (Wiborg, 2022). Essentially, troubling is 
the unearthing or undermining of existing hegemonic assumptions about a 
concept.

SACHA originated in 2019 at the University of Edinburgh as an extracur-
ricular program organized and operated by the Careers Service. In the years 
that followed, more than 30 external partners contributed to the program’s 
success, with over 1200 students enrolling. Then, in January 2022, the course 
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was offered as a curricular option for the first time by Edinburgh Futures 
Institute (EFI), a large cross-school institute at the University of Edinburgh. 
This undergraduate course was part of an evolving curriculum of elective 
interdisciplinary modules designed to broaden student skill sets to navigate 
complex futures.

In SACHA, students work in small groups made up of members across 
disciplines in response to a prompt from an external partner given at the begin-
ning of the term. The course was initially offered to students from different 
degree programmes, which has included subjects as diverse as archaeology, 
Chinese, economics, English literature, environmental geosciences, fashion, 
German, graphic design, history, politics, product design, psychology and 
sociology. Teams are formed to ensure a balanced diversity of students, ensur-
ing they collaborate with others they might never otherwise have met. This 
remains the case, but in September 2023, EFI launched a new undergraduate 
degree programme in interdisciplinary studies. SACHA is now a core course in 
the first year of the programme, which brings students enrolled on a four-year 
interdisciplinary degree together with those whose studies are aligned with a 
specific discipline. Data for this article was collected during the spring terms of 
2022 and 2023, which predated the launch of the degree programme and was 
therefore undertaken by students on discipline-based degree programmes.

The partner organisation is selected for the interdisciplinarity of its remit 
and activities. For example, the partner for the initial pilot run of the module 
in 2022 was the Data for Children Collaborative who posed the question, “How 
might the mental health of children living in Scotland be improved?”; the 
following year the question was, “How can we effectively communicate and 
engage with marginalised communities in order to empower climate action?” 
Future iterations of the course include questions about safeguarding children 
and diversity in the construction sector. The groups typically meet twice a 
week, once with their coach and once without, with the aim of presenting a 
set of recommendations back to the partner, alongside a written report. In 
addition, all students come together several times to receive feedback from 
each other and course organizers on their progress. Importantly, SACHA is 
graded on a pass/fail metric, meaning no number or letter grades are assigned.

One of the key features of SACHA is the use of “coaches” as opposed to 
tutors or lecturers. This distinction was initially envisaged to better empower 
students to take ownership over their work and have coaches facilitate rather 
than direct their groups’ meetings. However, the concept of coaching in higher 
education is not clearly defined. Expressing a preference for one-on-one 
coaching but nonetheless acknowledging the potential of group coaching 
in classroom settings, Christian van Nieuwerburgh points out that “educa-
tional organisations have used the term ‘coaching’ quite loosely, to refer to 
number of widely differing approaches” (2018, p. 7). He nonetheless defines 
educational coaching as
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a one-to-one conversation focussed on the enhancement of learning and 
development through increasing self-awareness and a sense of personal 
responsibility, where the coach facilitates the self-directed learning of the 
coachee through questioning, active listening, and appropriate challenge 
in a supportive and encouraging climate. (van Nieuwerburgh, p. 17)

This definition resonates with the accounts of students and coaches in SACHA, 
who frequently emphasise self-directed learning in their discussion of the 
course, identifying both the challenges and opportunities of this approach. We 
have also observed the use of questioning, active listening, and appropriate 
challenge in coaching sessions, which have informed our understanding of the 
role of the coach on this course. SACHA coaches include academics working 
in different schools across the university, postgraduate tutors undertaking 
doctoral research in a range of subjects, and professional services staff with 
an active involvement in interdisciplinary education at EFI. This broad range 
of professional, educational, and disciplinary backgrounds leads to a diversity 
of coaching styles and understandings of leadership as well. We examine how 
the disciplinary training of coaches also informs their perception of leadership 
in their groups.

Referring to the educator as a “coach” signals a different orientation 
to that of more familiar tutor-led models. Students understand that they are 
embarking on a learning journey that will depart from conventional course 
structures. It is made clear that the coach may be new to the topic that the 
groups are researching and that their role is to facilitate a group research pro-
cess rather than to share knowledge or expertise in the topic (capacities that 
might be aligned with a leadership role in more discipline-based pedagogical 
models).

During the weekly coach-led sessions at the start of the semester 
coaches guide the students through a series of structured learning activities, 
which use a virtual workspace programme to work with datasets, map relevant 
networks and stakeholders, and practice ideation. Later in the course, a more 
open exploratory process is encouraged, with groups reporting on progress 
each week as the coach asks questions and offers feedback. There is a strong 
reflective element to activities throughout the course, and a key function of 
the coach is to guide the students to consider teamworking strategies and 
roles. The learning outcomes of SACHA emphasise “development of the core 
skills, tools and mindsets of a “change agent”: critical thinking, team work-
ing, problem solving, design thinking, collaboration, confidence, innovation, 
resilience and integrity” (University of Edinburgh Course Catalogue, 2022). 
Leadership is not mentioned directly in the course documents but emerges as 
a key concern for students and educators, both of whom encounter a process 
of ongoing allocation of roles and responsibilities as they develop models for 
teamworking and work towards their final report and presentation to the 
partner organisation.
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Since its launch, SACHA has been of interest to researchers keen to 
understand the nuances of the interdisciplinary classroom. Our team focused 
initially on students’ emotional journey through uncertainty and excitement, 
anxiety and frustration, to confidence and pride. An earlier report prepared 
in 2022 by Students Organising for Sustainability United Kingdom for the 
University’s internal use provided a summary of survey results concerning 
coaches on the extracurricular version of SACHA but did not deal directly with 
leadership. This article expands and develops this work by focusing on this 
important dimension of the student learning experience on the course, and 
including the perspectives and experiences of coaches, who are often actively 
and consciously reframing and repositioning leadership roles. The article aims 
to develop a wider perspective on the course, which considers the importance 
of leadership in the context of interdisciplinary learning and teaching.

Leadership Models

Leadership is an elusive, and widely debated concept across disciplinary 
boundaries (Doh, 2003; Landis et al., 2014). The topic is its own expansive 
field of study, with both theoretically driven (leadership studies) and applied 
(leadership development) components. The development of leadership capa-
bilities amongst university students has become a notably common, explicit 
priority, for higher education institutions (Skalicky et al., 2018). According 
to some national surveys, modules or programs with specific learning out-
comes related to leadership skills have increased considerably over the past 
few decades (Dugan & Komives, 2007; Haber, 2011a). Although there are 
numerous types of leadership identified and discussed in the literature, here 
we will review three primary theorizations of leadership: the leader-centric 
perspective; the process-oriented perspective; and the systems-perspective 
of leadership (Haber, 2011b).

The subject of the leader-centric perspective is exclusively the leader 
themselves as an individual. It is informed by Darwinian concepts of innate 
greatness, initially associated with royalty and privilege (Komives et al., 2009). 
Early studies of leadership based on the leader-centric perspective sought to 
identify and analyze traits held by great men (Bass & Stogdill, 1990). These 
traits include confidence, integrity, maturity, energy level, and stress toler-
ance (Elmuti et al., 2005). Such an approach to leadership could implicitly 
undermine the belief that leadership can be taught, and therefore the role of 
universities in the development of leadership skills (Channing, 2020), although 
most models do posit that leadership can be developed (Katz, 1955).

This approach has garnered criticism related to its validity and utility as 
it does not account for context and has almost exclusively focused on white 
men in high-visibility positions of power, like in the military or political sphere 
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(Antonakis et al., 2004; Northouse, 2007). Additional research conducted with 
the leader-centric lens takes the behaviour of leaders as its point of departure, 
with the assumption that leaders inhabit a position above those they manage, 
that they have an authoritarian relationship with their followers—sometimes 
referred to as the industrial paradigm (Rost, 1991). For critics, this formulation 
is an oversimplification of the inter-relational aspects of groups (Haber, 2011b).

The process-oriented perspective of leadership emerged from work 
which sought to distinguish between the concept of power and leadership 
(Burns, 1978). According to this perspective, leaders do not necessarily have 
unidirectional relationships with those that follow them. Instead, relation-
ships between leaders and their followers are “relational, collective, and pur-
poseful” (p. 18). Within this framework there are two types of leadership: 
transactional and transforming. Styles of leadership related to leader-centric 
perspectives would then fall within the transactional category. In contrast, 
transforming leadership is relational—it is about interaction and collaboration 
between group members and their leader. Now familiar leadership styles, like 
servant leadership (Greenleaf, 2002, 2008), authentic leadership (Avolio & 
Gardner, 2005), and inclusive leadership, for instance, are considered by some 
to be types of transformative leadership (Dugan & Komives, 2010). Although 
process-oriented leadership broadened the scope of leadership beyond the 
individual, it also rendered it far more abstract and intangible (Haber, 2011b); 
it too lacks contextual awareness.

Finally, systems-perspectives locate leadership within broader systems, 
like organizations, with the capacity to expand, reflect, change, and improve 
(Senge et al., 2015). Given this attention paid to context, the systems-per-
spective includes concepts like adaptive leadership (Heifetz et al., 2009), 
learning organizations (Senge, 2006), and networked organizations (Allen 
& Cherrey, 2000). This characterization of leadership as complex, made up 
of experiences and influenced by systems and context, is a relatively recent 
development in the study of leadership. It augments the pre-existing scope of 
leadership literature to include ethical issues (Shakeel et al., 2019). Amongst 
related theories of leadership are team leadership (Zaccaro et al., 2001) and 
complexity leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), which more explicitly examine 
power within systems by decentring the leader and instead paying closer 
attention to power and hierarchy.

Disciplinary Concepts of Leadership in Higher Education

In higher education institutions, leadership is discursively constructed as a set 
of skills that can be acquired. Therefore, the leader-centric perspective, at least 
in its essentialist embodied formulation, does not exactly resonate. Instead, 
the impetus for the proliferation of leadership courses aimed at developing 
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leadership skills in undergraduate students is most characterized in response 
to labour market demands. For example, researchers have noted that engineer-
ing programs have “often neglected leadership education and/or training” 
(Bayles & Robe, 2010, p. 1). This is problematic because “technical competence 
is absolutely necessary but not sufficient for carrying out the professional 
responsibilities of today’s engineers” (p. 2). Therefore, leadership is charac-
terized as something that can be taught; a set of skills to be accumulated, in 
response to one’s environment, and hence more closely resembling the process 
and systems-oriented perspectives. Nevertheless, this approach still locates 
leadership within the leader; the main unit of examination and for improve-
ment is the person—effectively still reifying leader-centricity.

The development of leadership skills amongst undergraduate students 
outside of the classroom in extra-curricular pursuits, as student-athletes 
(Ivashcenko et al., 2017) or as representatives in student governance struc-
tures (Aymoldanovna et al., 2015) are well-documented. In the classroom, con-
cern over the assessment of leadership abilities has led to the development of 
frameworks to better account for skill acquirement in specific disciplines. Dis-
ciplines with a distinctly professional pipeline for students, like engineering 
and business management, take a pragmatic approach to teaching leadership. 
For instance, educators have defined six Elements of Engineering Leadership: 
character development, business knowledge, interpersonal skills, intraper-
sonal skills, management skills, and the study of leadership (Farr et al., 1997; 
Daley & Baruah, 2021). Similarly, business schools are especially concerned 
with the development of leadership abilities in the context of entrepreneur-
ialism and management, resulting in it being a learning outcome for courses 
across MBA programs (Okudan & Rzasa, 2006).

In contrast, theatre studies has sought to understand leadership through 
the practice of performance and aesthetic (Katz-Buonincontro, 2011), charac-
terizing “leadership as an art” and considering it against flawed hero narratives 
of dramatic, epic, and post dramatic theatre (Biehl-Missal, 2010). Scholars 
in sociology want to better understand the origins of leadership (Garfield, 
Syme, & Hagen, 2020), dealing with it as a political phenomenon bound up in 
systems of power, decision making, and identity (Ernest, 2003; Viviani, 2017). 
In this instance, essential theories of power by theorists like Bourdieu and 
Foucault inform the teaching of leadership (Bogotch et al., 2008; Gunter, 2010). 
Unsurprisingly, teaching and training around leadership in anthropology is 
informed by “methods that take sociocultural dynamics seriously,” where 
leadership is placed in its sociocultural context and understood as “primarily 
non-discursive” (Johnson, 2007).

Defining, teaching, and assessing leadership remains a challenge in the 
context of higher education (DeRue et al., 2011). There are numerous complex, 
overlapping, and contradictory theories of leadership which translate into a 
variety of uniquely disciplined teaching practices. Our data, collected from 
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SACHA, is consistent with a multiplicity and dynamism of leadership edu-
cation and further reveals the various concepts of leadership at work at once 
from a variety of perspectives.

Mixed Methods

The data upon which this article is based were collected through a variety 
of methods. Throughout the inaugural delivery of SACHA beginning in Jan-
uary 2022 we collected questionnaires and journal entries from participants, 
interviewed both students and coaches, and video recorded selected group 
meetings. This amounted to 14 questionnaire responses, 15 recorded two 
hour coached sessions across two different groups, three full course meet-
ing recordings, three recordings of one group’s independent meetings, and 
in-depth interviews with three students and four coaches. In the 2023 iteration 
of SACHA, we changed our approach to work more closely with some students 
and groups. Our data collection included interviewing two students on the 
course three times across the term to better understand their experience as 
individuals, and a group dynamic intervention. Mid-way through the semester 
we recorded a coached session for three groups, then transcribed and coded 
the discussion to be analyzed through the discourse analysis tool, ID Lab, as 
will be described below. We then prepared a presentation to share our findings 
back with each group within a week, encouraging them to reflect on their 
participation as individuals and their functionality as a team. Alongside this 
we also collected 15 course feedback survey responses and reviewed the stu-
dent’s reflective essays. These various data sources allowed us to triangulate 
our findings, which led us to consider various and disparate perspectives on 
leadership.

Two distinct techniques were employed to analyze the bulk of the 
data. First, interviews and group meetings were transcribed, and then coded 
on NVivo. NVivo is a software that allows for qualitative data to be coded, 
enabling the grouping of phrases and sentiments for a broader picture of 
dominant themes as well as comparisons across texts. Second, Interactional 
Discourse Lab (IDLab) was used to consider conversational interactions and 
group dynamics. IDLab is an open-source tool that captures “talk-in-action” 
using a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods (Choi, 2016). The 
software allows for patterns to be drawn about who speaks when and how 
they are speaking—whether they agree, explain, or challenge, for instance. 
Our team of researchers met on multiple occasions to discuss our impressions 
of the data and its analysis, at which point it was clear that leadership was a 
prominent theme.

The following section presents the conflicting perspectives of leadership, 
highlighting how the unique interdisciplinary, challenge-based environment 
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on the SACHA course has productively troubled static conceptions of leader-
ship and leaders. Our findings show that students, coaches, and researchers 
held different perspectives concerning whether a leader emerged, and if so, 
who they were, in any given group. The mixed method research design pro-
vides an opportunity to understand leadership both as it is experienced and 
perceived by different participants (including students and coaches) and as 
it is observed and analyzed by the researchers. Furthermore, we found that 
disciplinary perspectives on leadership informed the varied conclusions about 
leadership within the groups.

The Role of the Coach and The Interdisciplinary  
Challenge-Based Classroom

The data we collected revealed two aspects of the course that made it a space 
for, and of, contestation, where debates about leadership bubbled below the 
surface or emerged explicitly: (1) the role of the coach and (2) the interdisci-
plinary challenge-based design. Considering the concept of leadership from 
multiple perspectives on this course suggests that leadership is a temporary 
and contingent relationship between group members—a sensibility that can 
be taken up, put down, passed around, and shared by any and all members. In 
this sense, SACHA can be understood as a context for trying out, experimenting 
with and taking up leadership at different points in the process for varying 
durations and with a range of impact and influence. We therefore understand 
leadership as a temporal sensibility. Our concept of temporal sensibility is 
informed by recent research to do with the development of leadership skills as 
relational sensibilities. A sensibility is to do with responsivity to an emergent 
and dynamic phenomenon; the concept of sensibility emphasizes the tempo-
ral quality of leadership where the role shifts and evolves (Giles et al., 2015).

The role of the coach as a facilitator, rather than a de facto leader, is 
the impetus for the troubling of leadership in the SACHA interdisciplinary 
challenge-based classroom. Students realize quite quickly that the course is 
“different to all the ‘regular’ lecture-based courses” (Survey 1) largely because, 
as another student explains “compared to tutorials, our meetings are not led 
[emphasis added] by tutors and I felt this encouraged more discussion between 
ourselves, rather than having to be ‘picked on’ by a tutor” (Survey 5). Another 
student remarked, “it isn’t that we are taught new knowledge in the way of 
other courses, but that we are guided to learn skills in our own way” (Survey 
2). Coaches themselves also noted this distinction: “tutoring is more direc-
tive,” while coaching is “a lot more freewheeling,” where “I felt a lot more 
like I was winging it,” being “reactive to students in terms of what they were 
discussing” (Interview 5) and working as a “facilitator or enabler of students’ 
activities” (Interview 6).
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The shift from tuition to mentorship that is represented by the term 
“coach” has implications for the function of leadership within SACHA groups. 
This can lead to a challenging situation in which neither students nor coaches 
are working within their comfort zone or are able to fall into habitual patterns 
of group work. One coach refers to it as “a bit of a balancing act,” which arises 
“because we want to give them agency and to go out and do whatever they 
want [but] that’s quite a big ask for especially first year students” (Interview 
5). Mid-course feedback and interviews with students revealed they found the 
first few weeks of the term stressful as there was “almost too much freedom,” 
that there was a sense of aimlessness (Survey 3). Coaches resisted being overly 
directive, instead encouraging the students to make decisions on their own. 
This dynamic is well described by a student (Interview 2):

In our weekly tutorial meeting with [our coach] where we were asking 
[them], “Oh, should we be doing this?” or we were like, “what should we 
be doing here?” [they] were just kind of saying, “it’s up to you.” So, I think 
it was an initial shock of like, well, we actually are meant to be doing every-
thing ourselves. We kind of got over it, and then we quite enjoyed it being 
a very independent thing. But there were definitely times where we were 
like a bit panicking about what should we do, but we overcame those.

In our previous research, we have traced the emotional experience of the stu-
dents, tracing a journey from confusion and frustration towards confidence 
and pride, while also acknowledging the problem of exclusion from group 
progress experienced by some students. This article is, in part, concerned with 
how leadership emerged in response to the deferral of the role of leader that 
arises from the coaching model. Coaches thought carefully about their inter-
actions with groups, aware of their uneasiness due to the lack of structure. 
For instance, one coach explained, “There was a lot of thinking going on on 
my part about how we get to the next step, how we shuffle forward and trying 
to mitigate the sense of anxiety and frustration that was often quite palpable 
in the room” (Interview 4). By the end of the term most students were more 
optimistic about the self-led nature of the course, noting that it “creates one 
of the biggest opportunities, which is to experience how to do independent 
research, set out own goals and deadline, and in the end create a piece of work 
that is truly ours” (Survey 4).

The course design contributes further to the troubling of leadership. 
The problem posed by the external partner in both iterations of the course in 
2022 and 2023 encourages students to research and think across and through 
disciplinary boundaries. The texture of the question coupled with the inde-
pendent mode of teamwork means that it is unlikely any one student will be 
an “expert” on the topic, or that a leader might emerge based on any specific 
content knowledge. The coaches additionally noted that, even if they were to 
take on a more directive role, they would struggle to, as they were learning 
about the problem alongside the students. For instance, one coach explained, 
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“I don’t actually need to know very much of anything about what is it they’re 
researching. What I do need, is to be competent at overseeing the process and 
giving them some strategies to undertake their own research” (Interview 4).

Some students sought the course out specifically for this novelty: “I 
wanted to do something else that was quite different, nothing like math 
related” and it “looked like a breath of fresh air” (Interview 2). Other students 
saw the course as an opportunity to explore an interest or passion not directly 
addressed in their regular disciplinary study. For instance, a student studying 
environmental geosciences explained, “I have a bit of an interest in like, ethics 
and activism, so it seems bit more up my street, and I liked how general it 
sounded” (Interview 3). This generality and interdisciplinarity impacted how 
or whether a leader emerged and could be identified in a group.

This troubled conceptualization of leadership can be demonstrated by 
comparing different perspectives as they apply to the same group. In one of 
the groups whose meetings were observed, a student, their coach, and the 
research team all recognize and address different types of leadership, revealing 
the dynamic and contingent nature of this elusive role. This is particularly 
evident when we compare one student’s comments (Interview 1) with those 
of their coach (Interview 6), and our IDLab analysis of the group they were 
part of (see Figure 1). First, the student explains:

Maybe [there was a leader] in different parts, like, it changed. So, depending 
on what we were doing, it would change. For example, there was one of the 
guys who had previous experience volunteering in a youth centre, so maybe 
for the parts that were researching those and getting more information he 
was the leader . . . when we filmed our video, there was a girl who had all 
the equipment and stuff so maybe for that part she was the leader.

This student aligns leadership with experience (volunteering in a youth cen-
tre) and implied specialism (having the video equipment and presumably 
being able to use it). Later, they also equate leadership with knowledge: “there 
were people that we allowed to kind of take charge a bit because we knew 
they were a bit more knowledgeable about what we were doing” (Interview 
1). This account suggests that a leader emerged at key points in response to 
specific requirements of the project, consistent with the above-described team 
leadership model.

Second, the coach (Interview 6) characterizes the group dynamic as 
follows:

When I observed them, my feeling was that, yes, there were two, well three 
students who perhaps spoke more frequently, or perhaps had a tendency to 
come out first saying something . . . I don’t think there was a single leader in 
my group, absolutely not . . . I think there were two or three students who 
perhaps were more often taking a lead in the conversations I was part of.
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The coach suggests a correlation between leadership and speaking first and 
often. Although by these measures one may expect that a single leader may 
emerge, the coach was resistant to this idea: “But they weren’t leaders as 
such . . . everything was done in a process of negotiation.” The coach seems 
to suggest here that leadership and negotiation are mutually exclusive.

Finally, based on the analysis produced in IDLab, leadership can be 
determined using multiple metrics. One key indicator is percentage of speaker 
contributions based on turns. In one observed meeting of this same group 
the coach was by far the most active speaker, and the students’ contributions 
from least to most active were within a 7% range. This indicates a relatively 
even distribution of contributions across the student participants. It might be 
tempting to equate the proportion of speech contributions with leadership. 
However, it is important to understand the quality of speech contributions in 
this context as well. The coach notes frequency and being the first to speak as 
potential indicators of a leader. The below figure provides additional dimen-
sions, prompting our team to query which types of speech we associate with 
leadership. Nevertheless, considering types of speech, or the content of what 
is being said, belies a different type of leadership than frequency. One can 
easily imagine someone who speaks rarely, but in a more directive (confident 
or prompt) mode being a leader.

Figure 1 provides a summary of ID Lab analysis, indicating the speech 
tags that were assigned to some speakers in the group. The coach is prompting 
the vast majority of the time they are speaking, which is in keeping with the 
intended function of this role. The student who contributed the least (S2) 
was equally “positive” and “unsure,” both tags being responsive to ideas and 
suggestions from other group members. Given this mode and tags, it seems 

Figure 1. Speaker Mode and Primary Tags
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reasonable to our team to suggest that this student was not in a leadership 
role. Conversely, the speech of the student who contributed the most (S3) was 
tagged “agree,” “confident,” and “unsure.” This observation could be taken 
to imply leadership qualities in some contexts, but is not, in itself, sufficient 
to identify a leader.

The lack of a clear leader in both their coach and peers created some 
instability for students as they grappled with the posed problem. They 
described feeling confused about how to interpret the problem and which 
direction to take. For instance, one student explained, “there were four of us, 
and we had four really separate streams of consciousness about what to do, 
and we couldn’t whittle it down” (Interview 1). By the end of the term working 
on interdisciplinary teams was a highlight for students as well; “It was one 
of my favourite parts of the course. All of us were from completely different 
degree programs. Maybe two were doing economics, others were doing psy-
chology, history, and politics” (Interview 3). A coach (Interview 6) observed:

The students themselves felt a very clear link to their own disciplines. I 
was actually surprised by how much they identified with their discipline of 
study; I was surprised that they had developed such a strong affiliation to 
their discipline. I think the discipline, disciplinary knowledge, background 
methodologies, and so on, played a role in how they approached their work, 
in the way they exchanged their views.

The following section will interrogate disciplinary perspectives on leadership, 
exploring how the varied disciplinary background of students, coaches, and 
our research team informed our findings.

Disciplinary Perspectives on Leadership

Many of the observations made by coaches about leadership in their groups 
seemed to be informed by their disciplinary training. A coach from a contem-
porary art and performance background described leadership as energetic and 
active, rather than passive. For example, they described a student who “wasn’t 
ever going to be in a leadership role” because they had shut down and decided 
they were “just going to sit and listen” (Interview 4). Later in their interview 
the same coach explained:

I think there are very many different leadership styles. It’s like an analogy 
with theatre practice, because I can’t help myself. It’s that you sometimes 
have director led theatre where there’s a director leading a room of actors, 
and you sometimes have devised theatre, where more often there’s a group 
of people that share in authorship in some way. It’s very rare that there 
isn’t some kind of directorial role emerging from that. I think that’s the 
case with these groups as well.
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In contrast, we already discussed a coach (Interview 6) who identified a pro-
cess of negotiation. It seems apparent that this coach, who is from history 
and literature, prioritises dialectic exchange. They explain, the leaders in the 
group “also made their voice heard, I think quite strongly and quite openly” 
(Interview 6). This sentiment was shared by another coach from a French and 
English literature background who explained that their group was led by two 
“male students who had slightly more dominant presence” and were “the 
first ones to kind of speak up, not necessarily always kind of raising a hand 
or anything, but just being sort of the first ones to offer opinions or voices,” 
“they seemed to direct things quite quickly and quite naturally, and the team 
would just sort of follow them” (Interview 7).

An especially interesting perspective was offered by a student (Interview 
8) studying social anthropology at the beginning of the term:

I don’t like the idea of anyone feeling like a leader because I think that 
they’ll expect us to just follow them, or just depend on them to organize this 
and do that. I think that’s quite like bad for group work because it makes 
bad power dynamics. I’m more than happy to take the lead on something, 
but I think we should have different things.

Later in the term the same student reflected on the role of coach, explaining, 
“Sometimes maybe this is just a bit lazy, but it’s nice to have someone who’s 
like an authority in the group that isn’t part of the group, so it doesn’t make 
the dynamic bad” (Interview 10). Then, in their reflective essay, this same stu-
dent explained that once they had taken the lead on the project the “dynamic 
became hard to step away from,” noting “it is possible that this is the result 
of ‘Groupthink’ (Hart, 1991).

A sociology student described the approach her group decided upon 
“to be as flat as possible” by “allocating a different leader every week” using a 
rota, as “a really new thing for me” (Interview 11). This student reflected that 
they were aware of their own leadership style (Interview 11):

I can take on too much work. Maybe squish other people a little bit. Kind of 
not give people a chance. For me personally, it’s a learning curve as well to 
still contribute and help without maybe overshadowing other people and 
making sure that they’re in a space where they can lead in their way as well.

Our research team is also made up of a diverse set of scholars with various 
ontological and epistemological perspectives. Some of us are quantitatively 
adept while others are decidedly qualitative or critical; some have been trained 
in education as a discipline, while others are geoscientists or have training in 
gender studies and business management.

The analysis produced by IDLab gestures towards a set of potential 
assumptions about leadership that our team grappled with. Amongst the 
most obvious deductions to be made from the IDLab analysis is about speaker 
participation; the student who speaks the most could be understood as the 
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leader in the group. Such a conclusion rests upon the basic premise that leaders 
are distinguishable from their group by their level of activity and participation. 
Another discussion we had was about what types of speech a leader would 
engage in. Language tagged as “initiating” and “challenging” garnered interest 
from some members of our team who, perhaps, framed leadership in the realm 
of proactivity. Speaker interaction was taken as informative on the matter of 
leadership as well, with some researchers suggesting the leader might inter-
act more judiciously with everyone present, including the coach. Still, others 
found it consistently more difficult to assign such roles.

Another variable that affected the research team’s ability to reach con-
sensus on leadership was the aforementioned flexibility of roles. This was 
highlighted when S1 noted that the leadership seemed to change depending 
on the task on hand. As researchers who had limited access to the entirety 
of group interaction, it was impossible for us to account for all the meetings 
(formal and informal) the group had outside of their coached session, as well 
as the various emails and group chats, that may have evidenced this fluidity. 
However, even in comparing sessions of the same group across the weeks, 
there is considerable variation in terms speaker participation, types of speech, 
and speaker interaction.

Figure 2 provides a simplified illustration of how students’ engagement 
in uncoached meetings changed over the course of the semester. The figure 
demonstrates (1) how a group’s dynamic may shift with increased comfortabil-
ity, and (2) how a group’s dynamic shifts in response to member attendance, 
as there was a student absent from the Month 3 meeting. On the whole, there 
was less diversity in speech type in the meeting in Month 1—all the students 

Figure 2. Tag Use Over Time
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are agreeing and supporting most often. This suggests an inability or hesitancy 
to argue or disagree given the early stage of the group’s familiarity with each 
other and the tasks ahead of them. By Month 3, there was far more variance in 
types of speech, with new tags used like “information,” “explanation,” “check-
ing,” “suggestion,” and “disagree.”

In terms of leadership, some members of our research team would iden-
tify S1 as the leader based on their tagged speech in Figure 2 because they 
seem to be the only student providing new information, and they are consis-
tently providing suggestions. However, in the Month 3 meeting other students 
seem more active in disagreeing and arguments. Perhaps the Month 3 meeting 
included some kind of struggle for leadership, or a decision being negotiated.

Despite our population of charts that imply positivist conclusions, the 
researchers each read the data differently and were struck by the role that task 
diversity, attendance, and temporality played in the meeting dynamic within 
a given group. Leaders emerged clearly in the minds of some researchers while 
others still struggled to make sense of what the IDLab analysis revealed in 
concrete terms, though undoubtedly there is much insight gained through 
its use, especially alongside other methods of data collection.

Interdisciplinary Leadership as a Temporal Sensibility

The IDLab analysis of meetings we were able to collect across the semester 
showed considerable variance in team dynamic week to week within a single 
group. One group clearly demonstrates a differentiation of contributions over 
several months of the project. Repeated group observations between January 
and March 2022 clearly shows one student (S1) dominating discussion. Using 
the reductive metric of number of turns taken this student might be assumed 
to have taken on a leadership role. For example, in one session around halfway 
through the semester, S1 took 68 turns in comparison with the lowest partic-
ipating member at 18 turns. In fact, in post-course interviews, S1 identified 
another student (S3) as the group leader. S3 contributed almost the same 
amount as S1 but the quality of their contributions was somewhat different, 
including a similar level of agreement, but also offering support and useful 
suggestions that were affirmed and taken up by the rest of the group in turn.

In understanding this student’s role, it has also been important to con-
sider the sequence of speech contributions and our analysis indicates that S3 
had relatively even exchanges with the other group members, indicating that 
their role was based on ongoing dialogue with all their collaborators. Taken 
together, the combination of relatively high proportion of turns, the quality 
of speech contributions, and the interactive nature of exchanges does seem 
to support S1’s reflection on roles. This is corroborated by S3’s reflective essay 
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submitted at the end of the course, in which they recognize their own leader-
ship potential because of the project:

I became the leader of sorts, with one member of our group jokingly declar-
ing me “boss” in one of the tutorials. This was interesting to me, as I am the 
youngest member of our group and am typically quite reserved. However, 
this course and working in a group allowed me to realize what I am capable 
of and how I can come into a leadership role, despite those introverted 
characteristics.

While this example involves the gradual emergence of a leadership role for 
one student, both coaches and students in other groups have reported an 
absence of a clear leader figure. Often, this is accompanied by claims of a more 
equal or democratic power structure in which leadership is shared between 
group members. Some have also stated that there were no leaders. However, 
in response to the deferral of leadership that arises from the coaching model, 
one coach identifies the tendency for groups to find a “surrogate” for the role 
of the tutor as group leader:

I think that however much the group ethos may be that they are going to 
work collaboratively and share responsibilities, a leadership figure often 
emerges. Part of that leadership style might be to devolve leadership, but 
I think that students, possibly in the absence of a more traditional tutor, 
look to the group to find a surrogate for that.

The process of group formation and organisation in SACHA might be under-
stood as a gradual process of recognising and addressing the “initial shock” 
that results from an absence of leadership. Students look to the course leader, 
coaches, and external partner to provide clear definitions and direction. When 
this is not forthcoming, a period of adjustment takes place in which expecta-
tions, relationships and, as we have discussed elsewhere, emotions have to be 
managed, formed and acknowledged. It is therefore important to recognise 
that leadership strategies emerge from a disrupted, precarious, and challeng-
ing team dynamics.

This phenomenon was similarly reported upon by students we inter-
viewed. At the beginning of the term, a group had lengthy discussions about 
how to manage roles, deciding upon a highly structured mode. A student from 
the group explained, “So we’ve got a rota base going like OK, you know person 
one is in charge of week one, person two is in charge of week two so that we 
all get a turn to step up so that the workload is also a little bit more evenly 
distributed” (Interview 11). However, when the same student was interviewed 
again at the end of the term, they explained that although the rota worked 
quite well, “When there’s the pressure of a deadline, some people have to step 
up and take the lead a little bit. And the Team Charter kind of goes out the 
window” (Interview 13).
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As the students develop modes of working together that allow them to 
progress the project towards completion, leadership can be understood as a 
process of stabilisation in which the group tries out, experiments with, and 
rehearses different ways of organising themselves and distributing tasks and 
responsibilities. This continues throughout the course, and it is not always 
(or even often) the case that a clear leadership figure emerges. This suggests 
that interdisciplinary leadership might be considered emergent and varied, 
where different styles are explored and experimented with. That is, leadership 
is a temporal sensibility that “are found in context and in relationship”, they 
“are lived out” (Giles, Bills, Otero, 2015; p. 746).

Conclusion

This research has provided novel empirical evidence for the myriad of ways 
in which leadership is conceptualized and understood by students, coaches, 
and researchers in an interdisciplinary, challenge-based learning environment. 
Rather than attempting to apply well-established, and often useful, theories 
of leadership we sought to expose the nuanced context of teamwork that is 
fluid, responsive, and temporarily and contextually informed.

In practice, students, educators, and researchers may interrogate the 
assumptions they hold about leadership, and whether they make sense in 
interdisciplinary education. We suggest that static concepts of leadership, 
especially if applied in any role designation for example, are insufficient for 
the reality of the interdisciplinary challenge-based classroom where leadership 
is in flux and dependent on a variety of factors including immediate task at 
hand, coach presence, familiarity and comfortability of group, and attendance 
of group members. Therefore, educators should resist the desire to fix identi-
ties amongst the groups or teams they facilitate, allowing students to benefit 
from the full fluidity of problem solving and project work as a team. We hope 
that our demonstrable use of IDLab, which is open source and available for 
use, will encourage others, especially those interested in group dynamics in 
interdisciplinary settings to take it up as a reflective or triangulating measure.

Our work also contributes to theorization of leadership in the interdisci-
plinary challenge-based classroom. Theories of leadership ought to evolve as 
pedagogical approaches continue to respond to a changing world, especially in 
the context of technology like large language models and AI. The temporality of 
leadership our work points towards may be especially useful in making sense 
of learning settings where technology (amongst other things) is understood 
as agentic. Therefore, as pedagogy adapts, we suspect our methodology and 
theorization of leadership to become increasingly salient.
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