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The first exercise in the Foundations of Leadership class is to map our "leadership lessons." We're supposed to list on a pad called our "Learning Journal" all instructive successes and failures since childhood.

I'm hard-pressed. I won a summer camp spelling bee on the word "lager" as in lager beer. One of my early failures was telling my sister I didn't like the stickers she gifted to me, which didn't go over well. As an adult, I've never led so much as a small team, and my authority over even my own kids is dubious. Still, we write our lessons, explains our instructor Talula Cartwright, because they relate to us on a personal level and so are more memorable.

For millennia, great leadership has been credited to luck, charisma, circumstances of birth, divine inspiration, the product of challenging times and even serotonin in the brain. These days, there is a prevailing insistence that leadership can be greatly improved if not taught, including here at a three-day seminar. But leadership is a journey, we're told, and this is only the beginning. My prior column2 outlined preparation for this course at the Center for Creative Leadership. This week explains the crux of the work: portraits drawn by co-workers, videotapes and psychologists.

So we're soon plunging into the results of a skill assessment filled out by co-workers. The stakes are high: You may learn you're a lot worse than you think. Example: for relationship issues, like "competent at dealing with people's feelings," one colleague kept marking "development needed." And I thought I was good at making decisions. Four co-workers disagreed.

After lunch, we talk at length about the ways we can influence people that include using facts, inspirational appeals, flattery and threats. It is a prelude to an exercise in which we break off into smaller groups and discuss a story of novice sailor Ken who gets killed during a rescue attempt. We rate who was most responsible for his death: Ken's pushy girlfriend, the slacker boat-rental guy, etc. Using our influence skills, we have to reach a consensus.

The heated discussion is on videotape, which we watch later, variously horrified by whiny voices, bad posture, the severity of a Wisconsin accent, and the shine of a bald head (mine).

When we receive the results of our second assessment, the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, I learn some things that would later be news to my wife: I'm "warmly enthusiastic." In the accompanying slide show, one of the "major complaints" about my leadership style is that I hate "disappointing and hurting people." To counter this deficit, I might "use light, gentle humor." Note to Learning Journal: Hurt people gladly.

The next morning, we end up talking about workplace conflict and how never to avoid it because it can build trust -- if it doesn't get personal. Then we identify our emotional triggers. "Unhook your hot buttons before they're engaging in the conflict," advises Talula, as if that's as easy as releasing a largemouth bass.

Next, we review the feedback about our responses to conflict. My boss thinks I "retaliate" an average amount. I think I do it constantly; my belt is notched for every slain windmill. From one of many, many worksheets, it's also clear she thinks I need to express my emotions better and reduce my self-criticism.

After lunch, we get tips on resolving conflict (take the other's perspective) and some trickier advice (replace stressful thoughts with calm, reassuring ones.) Been there, never could do that. Another constructive method: Express emotions without casting blame. So something like "Why were you trying to belittle me?" works better as, "I feel unmotivated when I only hear the negative aspects of my performance."

We break into groups to role-play in a conflict each of us drafted. You play yourself while your partner tries to push your hot buttons. It isn't as torturously goofy as we fear and it isn't, in our case, too helpful either. We devolve into button-pushing maniacs.

We're then on to see our results of an assessment that gauges how much we like to be included, controlled and showered with affection. I want to be a leader, the assessment tells me, who focuses on employee satisfaction. But I might have trouble "giving everyone on my team equal opportunity for input on decisions."

The last morning, we meet one-on-one with psychologists. Richard Martin sizes me up accurately: "Organization is never a strong suit," he says. "And boredom is a problem."

To be an effective leader I'd have to make sure my reports didn't feel too autonomous. But my personality, he adds after I press him, "is more in the helping professions than they are in corporate America." There are a few like me out there doing well, he says, "but it's a little bit of a swim upstream."

Bone tired, I leave with diploma, class photo and an endless list of goals, knowing the real leadership work has barely begun. "If you go to a class and you don't do any follow up," leadership consultant Marshall Goldsmith told me recently, "It's a complete waste time."

No need to return to class for a follow-up, he says. Just listen to the guy next to you, who might have told you a thing or two from the start.

Write to Jared Sandberg at jared.sandberg@wsj.com3. To see past columns, go to CareerJournal.com4.
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