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History of LEAD 

LEAD was launched in September of 2011, evolving from the SMILE (Supervisor Modules in Leadership Excellence) 

program. The SMILE program began as an initiative from the City of St. Charles' 2001 Business Plan with an 

objective to "foster an environment where supervisors can perform at their best." At a later date, it was decided that 

the full potential of the SMILE program could be enhanced with participation from other communities. The Cities of 

Batavia and Elgin were asked to join this effort and they provided a perspective that improved the program 

immensely.  SMILE officially began in 2004, offering over 100 hours of training to approximately 300 participants. In 

2008, we began inviting non-supervisors to the leadership book clubs. Their enthusiasm for becoming better leaders 

eventually led us to recognize that leadership can (and does) come from all levels within an organization. The 

seed was planted, and LEAD was born in 2011.  All employees from the Cities of Batavia, Elgin, and St. Charles were 

invited to participate in LEAD, which sponsored speaker events and book clubs. 

What is LEAD? 

•  LEAD’s mission is developing leaders through collaborative learning to build a stronger community. 

• The Cities of Batavia, Elgin, and St. Charles have partnered together to offer speaker events (topics of interest to 

most employees), book clubs (current leadership or work applicable relational topics) and LEAD ‘N LEARN 

sessions (topic that may apply to a smaller group or specific group of employees) to foster personal and 

professional growth. 

• A key component of LEAD is the idea that self-development positively impacts leadership capabilities. 

• LEAD speakers are often nationally recognized as having expertise in their fields and without the collaboration 

between cities our employees would not likely have access to this caliber of speakers. 

• LEAD believes that all employees are leaders regardless of their city positions, and leaders benefit from ongoing 

training on a variety of topics.  

• LEAD events offer valuable networking opportunities for employees from different departments and cities where 

we learn ways to improve city services. 

• LEAD participation is voluntary and open to employees based on position responsibilities and work group 

schedules.  Employees discuss attendance with supervisors prior to signing up. (Some Cities may ask supervisors 

to attend.) 

• LEAD welcomes participation from other municipalities for a small fee. 

Who runs Lead? 

We all do. LEAD, has always been, and will continue to be an evolutionary and collaborative learning initiative. 

Utilizing an invaluable framework whereby we regularly solicit staff feedback, two committees work in tandem to 

ensure LEAD meets the changing needs of our staff and our communities. 

  

• The Executive Committee oversees Lead policies, finances, and communication and is comprised of one 

decision-making representative from each city (typically from the city administrator’s or human resources 

departments). The committee members communicate regularly with Department Directors and City 



Managers/Administrators and help to ensure Lead remains a low-cost, high-return learning initiative for their 

respective cities.  

 

• The Curriculum Planning Team is responsible for researching and evaluating speakers, reading and 

recommending leadership books, and providing assistance at events. This team is comprised of a dedicated 

group of lifelong learners representing a variety of department cultures throughout each city.  

Our department is always so busy. How can I justify going to LEAD? 

In order to meet the recurring and ever growing complex challenges in our communities, it is vital that our staff 

supplement institutional and organizational training and education with continuous, planned self-development. 

Taking advantage of attending LEAD events offers employees the potential for maximum personal and professional 

growth with a very minimal time investment. Each City has a vested interest in creating an adaptive and resilient 

workforce in every level of the organization.  

I am already technically competent and have received leadership training in my field of expertise. 
Why should I attend LEAD? 

Many of us believe ourselves to be good leaders just because we know how to lead. We already went through 

leadership training. LEAD is different in that it focuses on the intrinsic link between self-development and 

community success.  Self-development is defined as planned, goal-oriented learning that reinforces and expands the 

depth and breadth of an individual’s knowledge base, as well as self and situational awareness. Self-development 

will complement what we have previously learned in the classroom and on the job, enhance our personal 

competence and help us meet our objectives, both personally and professionally. 

What is the Cost for LEAD? 

LEAD cities partner together and approve a joint budget based upon each City’s level of participation for a year of 

programming (if more employees attend, that LEAD city pays a higher percentage). Each year could vary a bit in 

programming but generally included a fall and spring speaker event, three book clubs, and occasional “lunch with 

the author” small group Q & A. Below is a an example of the budget. The per person cost works out to less than $130 

per year, and the training is local (saving on transportation), meals are included, and the relationships built at LEAD 

events enhance ongoing knowledge sharing. 

 

 
 



 
Jenn McMahon – Director of Human Resources, City of St. Charles – 630-377-4470; jmcmahon@stcharlesil.gov 

Jennifer Kuhn – LEAD Coordinator – 630-762-7090; jenkuhn@strongercommunity.net 

LEAD website: www.strongercommunity.net 
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