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Abstract 
 

Professors of leadership are challenged to effectively engage students and help them 
become effective leaders (Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing, and Peterson, 2008). This 
paper begins with a general discussion of the use of film in management education as a method 
of applying leadership theory. It presents a discussion-learning exercise developed for a 
proposed pilot study to identify student engagement levels by using scenes from a film titled 
Facing the Giants (2006). In this scenario, a leadership model would be first introduced to the 
participants. Then the film would be shown in its entirety. This would then be followed by a 
discussion-learning session to help students discover the application of the leadership model, 
coupled with analyzing leadership styles demonstrated in some of the scenes of the film. Various 
scenes from the film would be discussed as to how the leadership model can be applied. 
Discussion questions would be provided to help facilitate discussion-learning after the scenes 
from the movie are shown. Participants are next provided with feedback that shows a perceived 
application of the leadership model and how to apply it in the work place. Discussion learning 
and reflection writing assignments would then be used to measure student engagement. This 
model suggests that using film is an effective way to enhance student engagement in the teaching 
of leadership.  
 

Introduction 
 

Teaching leadership can be challenging given traditional methods of classroom 
education. Students today have grown up with the Internet, video games, television, and movies 
as central parts of their lives and therefore expect the utilization of technology in the classroom 
(Parker, 2009).  As such, incorporating the use of media becomes increasingly important while 
effectively teaching basic and advanced business concepts in the 21st century. A significant body 
of research exists supporting the use of film as a powerful medium for providing examples of the 
application of theory, presenting management models and concepts, and facilitating discussion 
learning (Champoux, 1999, 2001, 2007; Billsberry & Gilbert, 2008).  

 
Stimulating new attitudes about the subject matter (Hobbs, 1998) and demonstrating the 

relevance of a topic to a student’s life or work (Oishi, 2007) may further engage students. 
Moreover, Tejeda (2008) found that film is like no other medium in its ability to focus students’ 
attention on the behavioral aspects of people and the situations that they face. In addition, the 
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images and emotional content of film are likely to improve the retention of course material and 
how it may be applied to the real-world (Champoux, 1999). Students may remember the 
experience when the learning mode stimulates emotions that may not be readily available in a 
typical discussion about the subject matter. 
 

Film use in the classroom has many applications as a teaching resource that may appeal 
to the learner’s imagination and encourage critical thinking (Billsberry & Gilbert, 2008; 
Champoux, 2001); and the social realism of dramas can help illustrate concepts and thus 
facilitate learning (Billsberry & Gilbert, 2008; Bumpus, 2005; Champoux, 2001). In an 
anonymous (2007) review of a book in a leading journal, scholars capture the essence of using 
film in the classroom:  
 

Video-based material in all formats lightens the preparatory workload,  
quickens the cadence of learning, heightens the immediacy of the experience  
for those who are participating in the conversation, and makes tangible both  
the experience and the message that we wish to convey. Moreover, videos also  
play directly in our mental cinemas, and, in doing so, open up a world of  
unlimited possible connections on which to build effective managerial conversations.  

 
Films are a useful, inexpensive teaching medium for presenting longitudinal views of 

leaders and decisions in context, portraying leadership artistry and morality and illustrating 
leaders’ belief, values, and their actions (English & Steffy, 1997, p.107). Provitera (2007, p.1) 
contends that a leadership case study using a Hollywood feature can offer students a chance to 
ponder what they learned while watching the movie, and then compare and contrast it with 
leadership theory. 
 

Facing the Giants Film 
 

In the discussion-learning exercise, the film Facing the Giants (2006) is used to introduce 
students to leadership and served as a tool in the advancement of students’ understanding of 
leadership, ethics, and spirituality. The film highlights the tactics that leaders employ during 
difficult situations.  It also generates a discussion about how spirituality can add a different but 
effective dimension to influencing followers in some instances. Carpenter (2006) proclaimed that 
the leader in the movie playing the coach dares to challenge his players to believe that God can 
do the impossible on and off the football field. When faced with the unbelievable odds, the 
football team (the Eagles) must step up to their greatest test of strength and courage. The film is 
about a Christian high school football coach who uses his undying faith to battle the giants of 
fear and failure. Many critics favored the movie as an indication of the leadership component 
coupled with spirituality. A few of their comments are indicated below: 
 

Reeves (2006) posits that Facing the Giants is a great movie about how  
God can change lives on and off the football field. Every family in America  
should see it. While White (2006) stated that his wife and I laughed and cried  
throughout this terrific movie. We were on the edge of our seats. And Olson (2006)  
felt that the movie shows kids how to compete as a Christian athlete. It shows 
coaches how to integrate faith into their coaching. And it speaks to the unique  



 

relationship between coaches, players, and parents. Carter (2006) exclaimed that  
the movie is interwoven in a powerfully entertaining sports movie and that it is a  
life-transforming message. Everyone is overwhelmed by problems at times, and  
desperate to find real purpose and meaning in life.  
(http://www.facingthegiants.com/about_quotes.php)  

  
Incorporating Facing the Giants (2006) into the study of leadership provides an 

opportunity for students to identify with issues and concepts they may not have personally 
experienced, and to increase student understanding of the relevance of spirituality and its impact 
on day-to-day decision making. The following sections provide a method for using the movie for 
teaching a leadership model.  
 

Implementing the Discussion-learning Approach 
 

Facing the Giants (2006) can be used in a leadership, management, or organizational 
behavior class at either the undergraduate and graduate level. The first thing that should be done 
before the movie is introduced is to provide students with an understanding of leadership theory. 
Many models and theories can be used for this process. Once this leadership model or theory is 
introduced, and the students understand it thoroughly, the movie should be viewed in its entirety 
- with one intermission about half way through. Once the movie ends it is best to begin the class 
discussion about the movie in an open forum because, at that time, participants are fully engaged 
and ready to discuss the film. After the open forum type discussion, the discussion questions can 
be addressed. The open forum enables students to say whatever comes to their mind without 
prompting them to answer a question. 

  
Another method would be to have the students write about the movie in the form of a 

reflection paper (see Appendix). This option gives students time to ponder the leadership model 
coupled with the film and encourages them to review leadership theory so that they can apply it 
to the scenes in the movie. It is important to note that time constraints, technology and copyright 
provisions may limit viewing options (Billsberry & Gilbert, 2008). Consult your university 
procedures regarding this matter to ensure that no copyright issues may transpire. As long as the 
students are not being charged to watch the movie, then copyright issues should not be a 
problem. 

  
It is preferable to view the film in its totality during class time, if possible. Management 

educators conducting fifty-minute classes can utilize a three part viewing of the film using the 
parts proposed below. There will be some time remaining in each class to draw attention to 
important aspects of the story of the film in preparation for the final class discussion. The film 
can be divided as follows (the scene numbers are based on the commercially available DVD): 
 

Part 1: Scenes 1–8 (approximately 33 minutes); the opening scene with the loosing game, 
the disappointed coach, players, and fans, the supporting wife  
 
Part 2: Scenes 9–15 (approximately 47 minutes); revival, finding God in day-to-day 
decision making, finding faith through an unexpected visitor 
 



 

Part 3: Scenes 16–28 (approximately 42 minutes); unleashed, facing reality, planning for 
good things to happen, overwhelming success in all aspects of life   

 
The post-viewing discussion is based on the theory or model of leadership used coupled 

with the scenes from the movie. A list of discussion questions provide management educators the 
option of full-class discussion or in groups of four to six students by having one member of the 
group report their group’s collective answers to the class a whole. The following discussion 
questions can be used to facilitate the in-class discussion. 

 
Applying Leadership Theory 

 
There are many leadership theories that could be applied to the film and a trainer or 

professor may want to use one in which they are familiar with. For this paper, situational 
leadership is the preferred leadership model. Paul Hersey (1996) created the Situational 
Leadership Model and is an expert in human behavior and behavior management. The situational 
leadership model views leaders as varying their emphasis on task and relationship behaviors to 
best deal with different levels of follower maturity (Hersey, 1984).  

 
Managers using the situational model must be able to implement the alternative 

leadership styles as needed. To do this, they have to understand the maturity of followers in 
terms of their readiness for task performance and once this is done, they can then use the 
leadership style that best fits the situation, ergo, Situational-Leadership (Schermerhorn, 2010).  
The coach in the film Facing the Giants had to determine the task and readiness-level for the 
team as a whole as well as some of the individual players. This, in fact, increases the difficulty of 
the actual application of the Situational Leadership model to be more challenging than when it is 
used with individuals. However, this type of application of the model provides a pedagogical 
exercise that helps students learn how to affectively lead groups of people all at the same time.  

 
Questions that transpire when using the situational-leadership model are: What was the 

task for the players (individually, or as a group)? What was the readiness level of the followers? 
What was the leadership style used by the coach? This analysis can be determined for specific 
scenes or for each of the three parts of the movie mentioned above. Students should then be 
asked to provide a synopsis of specific scenes in their analysis indicating the tasks specifically, 
the readiness level of the follower or followers, and the leadership style selected by the coach. 
The best way to accomplish this is to have students illustrate their example using the situational 
leadership model. The questions below may be used as a guide. 

 
a) How did the coach assess the readiness level of the players (either as a group, or 

individually)? What were the specific readiness levels for particular scenes for each 
of the three parts of the movie? Provide a synopsis of specific scenes in your analysis 
as they relate to the readiness level of the followers. 

 
b) What situational style of leadership has the coach exemplified in the specific scenes 

that you found in each of the parts of the movie? Provide a summary of the styles of 
leadership used below: 
• Telling (provide specific instructions and closely supervise performance); 



 

• Selling (explain decisions and provide opportunity for clarification); 
• Participating (share ideas and facilitate in making decisions), and; 
• Delegating (turn over responsibility for decisions and implementation).  

 
Provide a brief synopsis of how the leader in the movie exemplified each of the four 
styles of leadership coupled with the specific task and the readiness level of the 
followers. Illustrate your work using the Situational Leadership Model (Hersey and 
Blanchard, 1996). 

 
c) What applications of the movie coupled with the Situational Leadership Model can 

you use in your career as a manager, with the subordinates you lead, or with other 
situations in your personal and professional life? Illustrate examples using the 
situational leadership model. 

  
Discussion 

 
Based upon the discussion-learning exercise, showing the Facing the Giants film in the 

classroom has merit. Scholars are introducing more and more film-related pedagogy in 
management education. Professors need to find ways to teach a more technologically savvy 
student body more than ever. This trend seems to have no end with new technology coming 
available every day. The film Facing the Giants offers a fresh appellation of a low-budget film 
and how it has reached so many venues. Films such as this one provide leadership scenarios 
coupled with spiritual virtues that people can relate to. 
 

Limitations of the Discussion Learning Exercise 
 

First and foremost, only one leadership model has been applied in this discussion-
learning model. While the option is open to use other options, this paper does not make an 
attempt to show how another model can be applied. Although there is limited empirical research 
supporting the Situational Leadership model, the basic use of the model has merit. For example, 
Graeff (1983) contends that leaders might do well to consider altering styles to achieve the best 
fits with follower’s situations.  

 
An important note to consider is that more specific research in the area of using film in 

the classroom is much needed. Especially, developing and administering future empirical studies 
empirical, both quantitative and qualitative, posits answers to the questions stated above. 
Another question that researchers can consider is “Does engaging students, in general, in the 
lessons of leadership, prepare them to be authentic leaders?” 
 

Directions for Future Research 
 

It would be interesting to see an empirical study whereby students enrolled in different 
sections of the same course tested on the same material, where one group serves as a control 
group and a second group as an experimental group. Therefore, questions for future research may 
be: How much knowledge can be ascertained in simply learning the model and applying it in a 
class case-study format as opposed to watching a movie and applying the model to specific 



 

scenes? What would be the responses to the spirituality questions with the group that did not 
watch the movie versus the group that did? How can the leaders being authentic as to whether 
their espoused values, beliefs, and actions are changed or the same after watching scenes from 
the movie. In addition, a preliminary study on using film by Parker (2009) is indicative of the 
value of using film in the classroom, but more advanced statistical measures in the empirical 
study may provide a richer level of data for both analysis and findings. Perhaps regression 
analysis, a t-test for the control group, and chronbach alpha score on the questionnaire used 
would also have made this empirical study more accurate. Collaboration among different 
universities in different regions of the country would also be more appropriate for this type of 
analysis. Management professors should continue to research the use of films in the classroom to 
better assess the appropriateness for teaching leadership.  

 
Conclusion 

 
This paper provides a discussion learning model that may enhance leadership education 

and student engagement. Ergo, management professors may consider this discussion learning 
exercise on a larger scale at their university. The film Facing the Giants (2006) and the 
discussion-learning classroom exercise has been used in an undergraduate and graduate 
leadership courses and participants have indicated that the film and discussion-learning exercise 
helped them to analyze and apply the Situational Leadership Model (Hersey and Blanchard, 
1996).  

 
While this model was selected as the model of choice for this discussion-learning 

exercise other models such as, but not limited to, transformational leadership, path-goal theory 
and other theories/models could  be used either individually or collectively. Provitera (2007) 
argues that each theory can be taught using different scenes in the film. Furthermore, Taylor and 
Provitera (2011, p. 750) found that the use of films in the classroom has many applications as a 
teaching resource and management educators can select from a variety of genres.  
 

Implications for Management Education 
 

Educators can use this article to implement a brief leadership overview as an introduction 
to a broader leadership platform that can expand to a more professional level. Employees with 
leadership potential can be selected to go through the proposed leadership exercise that is 
provided in this article as an indication of their role as future leaders of the organization. By 
beginning the dialogue of the situational leadership model, or whatever model that the professor 
would like to use, discussion learning and the Facing the Giants movie can offer an entertaining 
and educational experience.  
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APPENDIX:  Reflection Paper 

 
Step 1 – Watch the Facing the Giants Video 
 
Step 2 – Look for Management issues, theories, and models, or any other leadership topic.  
 
Step 3 – Write a one-page (double-spaced sentenced with a 12-point font) review paper about the 
movie. Feel free to write more than one page if you would like to. 
 
Step 4 – Add a quote from the textbook that comes from leadership and management theory or 
models such as Situational Leadership, Path-Goal Theory, Transformational Leadership, or 
McGregor’s theory X and Y (things like empowerment and benefits are not theories or models).  
 
Step 5 – Add a reference at the end of your paper that the quote came from. An example of this 
will be the title of your textbook, the authors, the publisher, and the page it came from (the 
reference should be on the second page if you write one page and the last page if you write more 
than one page. The page should be titled REFERENCES.  
 
Step 6 – Attempt to relate the theory you choose with a scene in the movie by applying it to 
scenarios or undercurrents, conflicts, and tensions. One way of doing this is looking at the whole 
picture and then relating this to the theory. The main characters in the story are all attempting to 
work together but what is holding them back. Is it money, networks, working conditions, 
supervision, or anything else? What is the problem? Why is this person being held back and how 
does he or she break through oppression? Use a model or theory to explain the answer to these 
questions. Illustrate your use of the model or theory in pencil or pen when appropriate (typing 
the model in your illustration is also accepted). 
 
Step 7 – Attempt to apply what you have learned to your career, work life, or personal life. How 
does management and spirituality come together for you and the people that you encounter on a 
day-to-day basis, read about, or learn from? 
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