
 

 

Student Leadership Summit Case Study 
 
Read the following case study and follow the directions after to create a solution for 
presentation at the end of the exercise. 
 
Brad sat at his desk stunned as he read through the article on student loan debt statistics. He 
knew the numbers were high, but since he had paid for his children’s college degrees, he never 
paid much attention to the statistics: 
 

• Student loan debt in the United States - $1.749 trillion 

• There are 43.4 million borrowers with federal student loan debt 

• Including private and federal loans, the average debt balance per person is $40,904 
(https://educationdata.org/student-loan-debt-statistics)  

 
As a Partner-Owner and the CEO of a CPA firm of 500 employees, Brad knew the demographic 
breakdown of employees included a high number of them that had graduated from college over 
the last 10 years. He wondered how many of the employees throughout the firm were paying 
off student loan debt. 
 
Just then Maria, a Partner and Chairperson of the Board, walked into Brad’s office. “The look on 
your face suggests you are working on some important things”, Maria said. “The papers in your 
hand suggest the same”, said Brad. They sat down to talk further. 
 
“Have you seen the statistics on student loan debt in the United States?”, Brad asked. He 
handed Maria the article and after a 30-second review, she said, “Those are some staggering 
numbers. What I’m reading is an article on how adaptable the leaders of tomorrow are going to 
need to be to make it as leaders, let alone be successful. I can’t imagine how tough that will be 
for our staff who have to deal with the demands of working for the firm and a large student 
debt load.”  
 
Brad and Maria had planned on having lunch to discuss a project but spent the time exploring 
the potential impact of student loan debt on the development of the firm’s next generation of 
leaders. 
 
Maria said, “If our employees are having to deal with this kind of debt, it could really become a 
factor in how they develop as leaders with the firm. The potential stress from this could not only 
negatively impact their motivation and performance, but it could have a rippling effect on those 
people that work with them. How do you feel about adding this topic to the board meeting 
agenda tomorrow so we can get some thoughts from senior leadership?” 
 
Brad thought for a moment and then said, “I like the idea, but we need to be ready for the 
board to ask questions about why we are bringing this up and what ideas we have on how to 
create a plan for addressing it”. They also discussed their thoughts on what the leadership of 
tomorrow would look like in the firm and compared it to their own thoughts on leadership. 
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Brad and Maria discussed the findings of the student loan debt article as well as their thoughts 
on how this could negatively impact the development of leaders in the firm with the board. 
Immediately questions arose. Katy, a Principal, started in with, “What does this have to do with 
the firm? Our employees that have student loan debt chose that. We need to focus on growing 
the firm more, not the financial challenges of our employees.” 
 
Jim, a Partner-Non-Owner, was quick to challenge Katy, “Katy, who do you think is at the heart 
of this growth you are asking for? Our employees! If we don’t acknowledge and attempt to 
address their needs, they will simply go to another firm that will. High turnover does not foster 
growth.” 
 
Maria jumped into slow things down and keep the discussion productive. “I think we can all 
agree that from a leadership perspective the firm believes that “Leadership is an activity, not a 
position” and “Anyone can lead, anytime, anywhere”. Everyone in the room nodded in 
agreement. “What if we ask our employees to design the expectations for leadership in the firm 
and based on that, we can create a bonus incentive plan that employees can potentially use to 
assist with their student loan debt?” 
 
Before Maria could finish her question, Brad jumped in, “I think if we put this opportunity in the 
hands of our employees, we can come up with a leadership style unique for our firm that works 
in real-time and anticipates the needs of the firm in the future. Those employees that show 
themselves to be leaders by way of their actions and results, can benefit from regular bonuses, 
which can help ease any financial challenges they may be facing or add to their savings for the 
future. This will also assist the firm with more accurate succession planning.” 
 
Susan, a 30-year Partner-Owner, who usually was very vocal in meetings, sat silently pondering 
the current discussion. “What do you think Susan?” Maria asked. Susan took a long breath and 
said, “We are a long way from when I started at the firm. Heck, we didn’t even have computers!  
I remember the old guard when we got computers saying, “I don’t need a machine to tell me 
how to do accounting!” Change is now constant and getting more exponential every day. What 
do we have to lose by giving our employees an opportunity to craft the future leadership and 
growth of the firm? I think we put a group of employees together on a team and have them 
develop and present us with some ideas.” 
 
Brad, Maria and the rest of the board all agreed that the idea was a least worth exploring 
further. Brad and Maria agreed to talk to people throughout the firm to identify the team of 
employees that would be given the opportunity to create the leadership expectations that 
would serve as the foundation for the new firm bonus plan. 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Instructions for Group Activity 
 

You have been chosen to participate in the group that will submit a proposal for the firm’s new 
leadership expectations that will be used to create a bonus program that employees can use to 
help pay off their student loan debt. In the time allotted, your group will: 
 

• Discuss how the following can be used to help you determine what 10 leadership 
expectations are most important for an employee at the firm to exhibit: 

o KCoe Isom Mission, Vision, Values and Culture 
o KCoe Isom DNA  
o DiSC information 
o Kansas Leadership Center 

▪ 5 Leadership principles 
▪ 4 Leadership competencies  

o Harvard Business Review article 

• Designate a group member to write down your findings 

• Determine the activities that an employee will be engaged in that will require them to 
employ the leadership expectation you design and why those expectations are 
important now and, in the future 

• Determine how you will present your finding: 
o Each group will present their leadership expectations at the end of the exercise 

to the entire group.  
o Each group participant will contribute to the presentation and comment on 

these questions: 
▪ Why is it important for all employees to be leaders? 
▪ How does being a leader affect a person’s attitude and ability to work 

with others? 
 


